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"Never underestimate desire. Often more important than talent, it turns out, oddly."
-Madison Smartt Bell,
from an interview in Conversations with Fiction Writers.

Introduction

When someone asks what I am studying in graduate school, I usually answer "English,"
occasionally "writing," but rarely "creative writing." I try to leave it at "English" because when
I do slip up and say "creative writing," too often the response is a skeptical look followed by a
question along the lines of, "Can you really be taught how to write?" The implication is, of
course, that you've either got it or you don't, and that is that. This is old hat by now, but for
some reason it won't go away, no matter how many major authors come out of MFA programs
or how many authors teach at them. I often shrug off the question because I know that the
reading public still harbors fantastic ideas about the magic of writing. But I am always a little
surprised and curious when someone in academia or another branch of the arts asks this question.
Scholars of history, philosophy, anthropology, and literature, as well as those of most other fields
in the arts and sciences, are taught and learn how to write essays. None of them come out of

high school ready to present conference papers or publish articles in peer-reviewed journals.
They learn their craft from teachers, professors, and associates in the same way that a fiction
writer or poet learns from instructors, colleagues, and editors. For my money, writing a really
good essay, an engaging and provocative one, takes every bit as much skill and creativity as
writing a short story or poem. Dealing with facts and theories is always a tricky business, and
incorporating them into a stylistically and rhetorically fluid text is even more so. With fiction
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you can make up all the rules as you go along. Yet I never hear any one ask, "Can you really be
taught how to write an essay?"
Musicians, sculptures, painters, photographers, and actors-all of them learn their art as
well. It is not as if Michelangelo was suddenly struck by divine inspiration, attacked a piece of
rock, and left the statue of David behind. Developing skills as an artist of any kind requires
years of practice and apprenticeship.

There are various forms of this, people enter their

apprenticeships in different ways and at different times in their lives, and of course people
possess varying innate aptitudes, but even prodigies must study and train and learn. Natural
talent certainly makes things easier, but I believe it is determination and commitment, more than
any inherent talent or gift, that creates an artist or writer. Of course there are exceptions, but
they are rarely as glaring as they frrst seem. Mozart was groomed to compose since his infancy.
Fitzgerald began reading as a child and writing in a journal at fourteen. Nelson Algren's first
short story, "So Help Me," was originally written as a letter to his family when he was twentyfour years old, but at that time he had already received a degree in journalism from the
University of illinois. In every case I can think of, there was some form of instruction and
practice.
Before the rise of MFA programs, writers sought the advice of other writers and editors.
What were the Modernist expatriates in France, the Bloomsbury gang in England, and the
Harlem Renaissance authors if not writers' groups workshopping each others' stories and
poems? The organizers of the fust MFA programs, undoubtedly a bit opportunistically, seized
on this idea and institutionalized it. Aspiring apprentice writers with potential no longer have to
rely on their own networking skills to come into contact with other writers, editors, and
publishers. Now they can do so through the English department of an accredited university.
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Teaching creative writing has become an industry, which always raises questions about
legitimacy, but the industry arose only because the pioneer programs proved so successful. Iowa
and other MFA workshops produced enough publishing graduates that they were inundated with
applicants and attention. Every aspiring writer wanted to enroll in an MFA program, and every
published author wanted to teach at one.
If you want to doubt the basis of the programs, then you must doubt not only the students

coming out of them but also the authors that teach in them. If someone cannot be taught to write,
what is E. L. Doctorow doing up there at NYU, or Joyce Carol Oates at Princeton? Sure it's a
nice paycheck, but are we so cynical that we think serious authors are running around
bullshitting students year after year so they can live a little more comfortably? I'm sure a few of
them feel that they are, but I'm not ready to say that as a generalization. And Doctorow and
Oates aren't exactly hard up either.
It is not entirely unreasonable that people believe writers possess an imaginative power
that borders on the supernatural. They have been fed that line for quite some time. At any
author's reading, someone is bound to ask a question related to process. "Is this character based
on someone you know?" or "Where did this idea come from?" or "What was the inspiration for
this story?"

I am always disappointed by the response because invariably "an image" or

"impression" "appeared" and then the story "unfolded from there." Nonsense. Just once, I
would like for an author to say, "Well, I usually start out with an idea-an image, a scene, or a
character. With that in mind, I type for about four to six hours a day. After a couple of weeks or
so, I'll have a good draft of a short story or an outline of a novel. Then I spend the next several
days, weeks, months, or years expanding, revising, and editing those words and pages. And
during that time I'm an utter shithead and bore to everyone around me."
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I am certain there have been authors who confessed this during readings, much to the
disillusionment of their audience. And it often leaks out in essays or books about writing. fu

The Art of Fiction, John Gardner says that he revises each of his novels "over and over," and
advises all serious writers to do the same. fu general though, authors stick with the romance they
see in their audience's eyes and ramble on about the moment of inspiration that gave birth to the
perfect story. Maybe there is a logic behind this lie, and I just do not understand it. Maybe
authors perpetuate the fantasy under threat from agents and editors. I'm not there yet, so I don't
know. But I do know this: If ever given the opportunity, I'm going to blow the cover. Writing
takes time. Long, boring time. It is often grueling, and it is almost as often silly, stupid, ugly,
and ridiculous. There is nothing sexy about sitting in front of a computer.
There are, of course, exceptions to the time-versus-inspiration rule. Everyone gets lucky
every now and then and hammers out a brilliant story in a single sitting. But any author who
professes the idea that completed works of genius manifest from an explosion of inspiration is
either a liar or a fool, or simply isn't worth a damn. Even Kerouac's mythically unadulterated
stream-of-consciousness was revised and revised and revised.
I structured this thesis to address specifically the question of whether or not an individual
can learn to write, particularly as it relates to talent versus determination or "desire," as Madison
Smartt Bell put it (his italics, not mine-well, the interviewer's italics anyway). The first section
includes a few "poems," and a brief note on them. Each subsequent section contains a work of
fiction followed by a brief response to that work, usually comments on revisions and where the
story succeeds and how it does not. The poems represent my first attempts at writing. Yes, I still
have a file full of them, and it was very difficult for me to include samples here. They are so
unbelievably bad that they embarrass me deeply, and I am not someone who blushes easily.
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After the poems, we move on to my "published" works, starting with those printed in student
publications, followed by those that appeared in internet journals and websites, and ending with
my first print publication as a fiction writer (it was published in a tiny literary magazine that the
editor ran from his house on a print-on-demand basis). This format was inspired by Thomas
Pynchon's Slow Learner, Madison Smartt Bell's Narrative Design, and the Brooklyn-based
magazine Lungfull, which publishes drafts of poetry and fiction alongside the completed works.
In the introduction to Slow Learner, a collection of his early stories, Pynchon writes:
It is only fair to warn even the most kindly disposed of readers that there are some
mighty tiresome passages here, juvenile and delinquent too. At the same time, my
best hope is that, pretentious, goofy and ill-considered as they get now and then,
these stories will still be of use with all their flaws intact, as illustrative of typical
problems in entry-level fiction, and cautionary about some practices which
younger writers might prefer to avoid. 4

I could not have said so better myself about his stories or the ones presented here.
Pynchon is not being modest, the stories in Slow Learner really are not that good, and they are in
no way indicative of the literary and imaginative quality of his later writings.

They are

technically sound stories that focus primarily on military life, but they are emotionally and
stylistically flat. Imagine that Tim O'Brien were a bad writer, and you'll get a feel for the stories
in Thomas Pynchon's Slow Leamer.
Pynchon was a high school graduate studying English under Vladimir Nabokov at
Cornell University when he began writing. By his own account, it still took him years to
advance from an "apprentice" to a ' journeyman," and presumably a few years more to become a
strong writer. I am a high school drop-out who had never willingly read a book until I was
twenty years old. I had not read even The Scarlet Letter or Moby-Dick or Great Expectations.
Then a friend loaned me Kurt Vonnegut's Deadeye Dick, I read it in a couple of sittings, and I
haven't stopped reading since. No, I did not dream of being a writer since I was three years old.
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I was twenty-two the first time I attempted to write poetry and fiction. So not only am I a slow
learner, but I was also a late starter. Now let's see what I have and have not learned.
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Early Poems

I've missed you

squeeze tight
brace for impact
Raise up to lips
Kiss long and hard
Insides burn
lovingly
Inhibitions wain [sic]
mind soars

I tmderstand wb:o I am
outside interference cut off
thoughts free to race
downhill
Been there as long as I can recall
or at least as long as I care to remember.
Sanctuary.
As close as I can come to reality.
to speak
and act freely
you've given that and much more.
My instructor
My Mentor
I am yours
Forever -love.
Finally I understand who I am
and there is beauty in everything.

- _......__ __ _

8

~

[lay there/ my prison]

lay there
my prison
my cell
four white walls
a ceiling
not a damn thing to look at on any of them
but they're my walls
it's my ceiling
they keep out the rain
the cold
the sunlight
the people.
I stare at 'em four [sic] hours
my little broken bed.
lay there for hours
stare at nothing,
unplug the phone
life sentence
alone
nobody, no noise, no anything
my walls
my cell
by my design
my love.
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Stature
Stare at familiar glass,
short and stout, unshaven, greasy hair.
but kind eyes.
Maybe some poetry tonight
Maybe nothing else for every night
from here until the grave.
But still ..... such kind eyes.
eyes are such a small part of us.

[We Sat at the Top of the Church Steps]
We sat at the top of the church steps.
I told her we were kings,
and for a second
I wanted to live forever.
I listened to her reasons,
didn't feel like arguing.
Neither one of us were wrong
Stared at her staring back
Almost started to believe
that her eyes were telling me that
one day
one day I could be enough,
If I tried.
Then I laughed,
Turned away
feigned interest in the empty night.
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A Response to the Early Poems
Well, there's really not much to say here. Or rather there is too much to say, and I'm not
going to waste time trying to point out all the things that are wrong with these poems-!' d rather
not use that word to describe these things, but it works best for the purpose of this thesis. I
initially planned to type up drafts of old stories, written around the same time, to use as the
opening writing samples.

I have literally dozens of them. But they are so horrible that

ultimately I could not justify taking the time to transcribe them. The poems were a little more
practical in that regard. Nonetheless, I am still a little annoyed to think that I just spent twenty
unredeemable minutes of my life typing them. I laughed out loud several times while doing so
though, and laughing is always a positive thing- but still. I tried to stay true to the originals,
except for spelling errors that would only make reading the text even more difficult.
There are a few humorous elements that did not carry over from the originals. They
might be the only things worth mentioning. As best as I can tell, "I've missed you" is a poem to
alcohol. I can't stop laughing at the fact that I struck through the line "I understand who I am."
That is my only editorial mark on the paper, as if the poem was otherwise perfect and having that
line appear twice threatened to ruin the whole thing. On the original of [lay there/ my prison], I
drew an arrow directing me to bump up "by my design" two lines so that it would fall before
"my walls." Again, that is my only editorial comment. For "Stature," let me just say that if I
rewrote that poem today, I would definitely change the line "short and stout" to "I'm a little
teacup." I am pleased that I spelled "feigned" correctly in [We Sat at the Top of the Church
Steps].
Keep in mind that I was twenty-two, maybe twenty-three, when I wrote these. I'm not
making an excuse by saying that I was only twenty-two. I am saying that, God forgive me, I was
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a grown man at the time. That is quite humiliating, and as I already mentioned, I was tempted
manY times to leave out the poems. But the purpose of this thesis is to show what hard work can
do for someone's skills as a writer, and these 'poems make it very clear that I started out as an
awful writer. I cannot honestly say that I have ever read anything worse, anywhere. Of James
Fenimore Cooper's "The Deerslayer," Mark Twain said that Cooper had "scored 114 offenses
against literary art out of a possible 115," adding, "It breaks the record" (Twain 1239). I wish
that these poems scored only 114 literary offenses. On that note, let me make it clear that the
punctuation and grammar of these poems are pretty indicative of my writing at the time. I wasn't
letting some rules of grammar slide for poetic effect. I really did not know how to write a proper
sentence.
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Early in the Morning
An ancient built-in wall-unit heater exhaled its hot, stale, dust laden breathe directly
down on them. Hung-over, with soar throat, pounding head, stuffed nose, he slowly slid silently
from under the sheet and rose from the sofa without stirring her. The apartment was cold and
sick. He quietly walked down the hall to the bathroom, making certain not to disturb her or her
roorrunates. He pissed, washed his hands, and rinsed his face with water.

Displaying an

excessive sense of vanity, he admired himself from different angles in the mirror while
straightening his hair with his hands. He took a mouthful of water, swished it around, spat it out.
The night before he sucked vomit through a dead possum's ass. Squeezing a finger full of
toothpaste out, he rubbed it around teeth and gums and tongue. The toothpaste performed a
miraculous feat in his mouth - it made the taste worse.

What in the holy Iovin' hell is in

toothpaste that gives it such a metallic medicinal flavor? He felt like he just gulped down a
tablespoon full of "purple poopy" flavored cough syrup. He looked at the ingredients list, it
blurred. He strained his eyes and made out a few of them: Sodium Monofluorophosphate ...
Tricloson . ..None of them sounded familiar, their names appeared impeccably unappealing, they
sure as shit didn't grow on trees. Cutting back through the living room on his way to the kitchen,
he glanced at their clothes lying on the floor. fu the kitchen he helped himself to a tall glass of
her roommate's juice. The acids within the sweet nectar of the Florida sun gods cut through and
swept away some of the pungent fllm that coated the inner walls of his mouth. The juice did not
help with the headache or nausea or ... the situation. The only thing in the world worse than
waking up at a women's house was waking up with a women at your house. Thank Christ he
was on enemy soil, affording him the opportunity to retreat to friendly territory, to regroup.
Looking over her while sipping, her ears caught his attention. They stuck out like miniature radar
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dishes anchored to the sides of her head. That poor girl, how does she ever get to sleep? She
must hear everything: AM, FM, covert military transmissions, alien signals on endless
frequencies ... thoughts? He diverted his inner monologue, switched the channel, started using
code. She had a funny haircut too, obviously influenced by avant garde Star Trek Romulan
styles. Cigarettes, fucking cigarettes, a smoking girl- that was worse than waking up in a girl's
house, waking up in a smoking girl's house. Merciful Mary, if she had filled up his house with
that odious odor there would have been hell to pay. How many cigarettes did she smoke last
night? He glared at the ashtray intently, those couldn't all be from one night. The ashtray was
jammed packed so tight that all the butts stood straight up, jetting centimeters into the vast space
above them like a tiny little skyline. He imagined the greatest minds of math, physics,
architecture, and engineering gathered around in white lab-coats and handfuls of cigarette butts.
They examined, measured, calculated, hypothesized, theorized. They wore giant spectacles and
extravagant experimental eye pieces that looked like electric kaleidoscopes strapped the their
foreheads. They held rulers, abacus, and adding machines with paper ribbon ticked out into
bundles at their feet. One of them nearly set the whole place ablaze with an electro-magnetic
magnifying glass with a lens the size of the rose window of Notre Damme de Paris. Not one of
them alone, or all of them collectively, could fit one more single butt into that ashtray without
toppling the entire miniscule nicotine metropolis to ashes.
He plopped down on a chair, looked at their clothes on the floor again. Christ Almighty,
he didn't feel like moving. He sure as hell didn ' t feel like driving, and he absolutely did not feel
like being in his cold ass apartment. It was even colder and sicker than hers. He unquestionably,
definitively, did not feel like moving, to get into his car, to drive to his even colder sicker assed
apartment. He rubbed the left side of his neck, just under his jaw, it felt bruised and swollen.
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The lymph nodes there were inflamed, infected. Anything would swell them up, anything. It was
a lifelong battle against tiny forces massing in his glands and blood, he was always on the losing
'

end. This incursion was just from dust and his stupid, stuffy, sinuses. Praise the Holy Spirit he
never encountered a serious pathogenic threat, or his neck and jaw would surely swell up with
lumps and bumps the size of softballs and grapefruits. The image of this modern day anatomical
anomaly would grace the cover of every freak and geek magazine from Tampa to Tunis.
He focused on the turn of the century, lead paint blowing heater that looked more than
culpable. He saw it through a sniper's site. He thought, for a second, he could see specific
disease blowing out with the tiny particles . . .tuberculosis .. .scarlet fever ... whooping cough ... He
pushed in the black rectangular button on the heater, shutting it off.
What was he going to tell her? Glimpses of the previous night appeared and vanished,
entangled and overlapping with excuses and escape plans. They flickered in and out without
fully forming, words, ideas, pictures. They fluttered by like still frames from a movie reel
randomly cut and edited. The only coherent thought he fully comprehended was an ever-present
subplot of something inside his head desperately wanting to not be inside his head anymore,
orchestrating all forms of demolition and concussion tactics in a brutally desperate effort to
escape through his skull.
Oh yeah, and great Moses she laughed loud when she was drunk, the sensations of that
experience flooded his senses simultaneously, instantly, completely - the look, the sound, the
tingling of spiders running up his spine.
As she lay sleeping he vaguely remembered silly home done tattoos she showed him. He
thought about them for several minutes in visible disapproval. He got up and grabbed his pants,
started to put them on, then let them drop again.
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His roommate would feed the dog, he caught up on studying the day before, he had no
errands to run. He never cleaned the house. He slowly slid silently under the sheet on the sofa
without stirring her. He kissed her head, then her left ear. He fell back asleep.
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A Response to ''Early in the Morning"

There are too many problems with this story to address them all. The use of unnecessary
hyphens in the first two sentences illustrates an annoying habit that took me years to overcome.
Looking back on it now, I am reminded of one of Dwight Macdonald's criticisms of James
Gould Cozzens's By Love Possessed.

Citing the line, "The successive, earthquake-like

throwing-over of a counted-on years-old stable state of things had opened fissures, " Macdonald
wrote: "a good writer wouldn't use four hyphenated expressions in a row." Well, at least not
without a damn good reason.

I'm not giving Cozzens that much credit, and I'm certainly not

giving myself that credit. I stopped at three in the opening of this story, and one of them, "wallunit," can almost be excused in this case. But there is no reason for the hyphens in "built-in" or
"Hung-over," other than the simple fact that I didn't understanding how to properly use hyphens.
Fortunately, the hyphens fade out of this story almost as quickly as they appear, but they are
replaced by excess dashes throughout the rest of the story (Macdonald 202).
Clark Everett, my freshman comp instructor at Hillsborough Community College (HCC)
in Tampa, said that the dash is the most underused punctuation mark in the English language. In
general, he is probably correct. However, it can also be the most overused. I normally try to use
it sparingly. In my earlier writings, however, I relied on the dash to accent or offset something in
almost every paragraph if not every other sentence. This tendency is not as prevalent in "Early

in the Morning" as it was in some other stories that I tried to write during this same time, but it is
still more common than in my writings now. I do not mind it so much in this story because I was
working with the fragmentation of a stream-of-consciousness narrative. That is not a profound
justification, but it is a reasonable one. "01' Beady Little Black-eyed Deaths," which appears
later, is the only story I've written in the last few years in which I heavily relied on dashes. That
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story is also a stream-of-consciousness narrative, but it is otherwise so different and so far
advanced beyond "Early in the Morning" that it becomes difficult to compare the two. As a rule,
to be broken only with sound intent, I avoid dashes and ellipses because so often they are
employed as a literary copout, a way of dealing with something that an inexperienced writer
knows no other way of dealing with.
Forced alliteration is another problem with new writers, as represented by the sentence,
"Hung-over, with soar throat, pounding head, stuffed nose, he slowly slid silently from under the
sheet and rose from the sofa without stirring her." The phrase "odious odor" is another example.
Alliteration is nice when it works, but when it doesn' t work, it is ugly. I might have been able to
get away with this if I had cut "slowly" and "silently," but even then, I am not certain. And there
are too many other instances of this in the story.
Problems with hyphens and alliteration are easy to overcome, but this story is full of just
plain bad writing. For instance, there is the sentence, "Displaying an excessive sense of vanity,
he admired himself from different angles in the mirror while straightening his hair with his
hands." The fust half of this sentence reads like a flashback to late-Victorian pomp. There is no
excuse for it. Then there is the passage, "The toothpaste performed a miraculous feat in his
mouth- it made the taste worse. What in the holy lovin' hell is in toothpaste that gives it such a
metallic medicinal flavor? He felt like he just gulped down a tablespoon full of 'purple poopy'
flavored cough syrup." I will say only that I was tempted to remove that last sentence before
reprinting the story here, and the other two sentences are almost as terrible.

The forced

overstatement in the line about not being able to fit "one more single butt into that ashtray
without toppling the entire miniscule nicotine metropolis to ashes" destroys what could have
been a very nice image.

Here is one more, "None of them sounded familiar, their names
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appeared impeccably unappealing, they sure as shit didn 't grow on trees." The phrase "appeared
impeccably unappealing" deserves highlighting.
r

In addition to the bad writing, the story also overflows with trite ideas; silly comments

about "enemy soil" and "friendly territory" suggest that the narrator sees his situation as a
metaphor for some sort of petty gender or dating war that I myself do not understand or care to
know about. I actually made an attempt at being clever or provocative or profound by saying,
"That poor girl, how does she ever get to sleep? She must hear everything: AM, FM, covert
military transmissions, alien signals on endless frequencies .. .thoughts?" Yes, her ears are so big
they are receiving other people's thoughts. Very interesting. A good writer might be able to do
something with that. I did not.
There are still a hundred trouble spots that could be addressed in this story, including
little ones such as the comma splice in, "It was a lifelong battle against tiny forces massing in his
glands and blood, he was always on the losing end," or the fact that to this day I do not know
what the plural of "abacus" is. Bigger problems, like the mono-character structure of the story,
are more indicative of my limitations as a writer at the time. A one-character story is fine when a
writer chooses to write one, but my early stories focused on single characters because I was
incapable of effectively incorporating others. It was not a matter of choice. I've made progress
in this area, as my later stories exhibit an improved capacity for dealing with larger casts, but I
still depend on a central character to carry the bulk of a story.

19

....__

Diamond Rings and Pretty Bows
He tapped the red button to the right methodically, deliberately, strategically: tap,
tap ... tap,tap ... tap,tap,tap ... tap. He avoided the fast, frantic flurries preferred by some other
players: tatataptaptatatatttatataptaptaptttaptttap - amateurs. He was not like that, not one of them.
He was a veteran, a pro. He took the game seriously, with mature pride and dignity.
Pink and blue dots of stars passed beneath his red and white spacecraft.
He carne in ninth, which annoyed him. He yanked the joystick hard to the left, then let it slip,
springing from his hand: bbbrrrrrrundundundun. He entered the initials D.M.C. in the ninth
position. Tap .. .tap ... tap. The initials D.M.C. filled the slots next to every position from 1
through 10, except 4th place. D.M.K. took 4th place. D.M.C. failed in several recent attempts to
knock D.M.K. from the rankings.
At the concession stand he ordered a hamburger (plain), french fries, and a soda pop. He
put ketchup on the burger and extra, extra ketchup on the fries. He ate quickly, but not fast. The
hamburger patty was thin and very greasy.
He dumped the trash from his tray in the garbage and headed for the fish lady. The fish
lady rented a "storefront" on the main aisle of the market. It had real walls, glass windows, and a
door - instead ofchain link fence.

In Corridor 'C', a stocky middle-aged man with a "Proud Vietnam Veteran" cap wore a
black t-shirt that read "PLUCK KHADAFFY DUCK" above a caricature of the Libyan president
with a duckbill.
American bombers rained death and justice down on Tripoli.
The Proud Vietnam Veteran walked with his shoulders back.
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Gene Autry's Here Comes Santa Claus filled the halls of the market from speakers in the
ceiling.
The boy walked into the fish store exuding restrained joy and enthusiasm. The fish lady
greeted him by name. He responded. He passed all of the dimly lit aquariums with thin layers of
green algae along their inner corner edges. Past the Guppies and Mollies, further than the Angel
Fish and Neons, even beyond the once great Beta.
There, in their great tank the Oscars sluggishly swam in slow sweeping circles. He
admired their irregular orange and grey patterns, their powerful presence. Feeder fish darted to
and fro whenever one came near.
After a few moments of trying to decide exactly which Oscar he wanted, he noticed a
hulking mass drifting like a piece of rotting deadwood in the next tank. A colossus fish of
unparalleled girth, grandeur, and indifference prowled the murky water with royal authority and
composure, absent the vaguest haste or concern. It moved even slower than the Oscars.
The fish lady quietly walked up, standing back and to his left, "So, 'djya come to get your
fish?" He whispered, "Yeah", without looking away from the plump, scaly behemoth.
"What's this one?"
"Oooh, that's a Pacu !"
"He's big."
"Yeah, he'll get bigger too."
Below deep, dull blue eyes, rows of small pyramid shaped teeth lined the inside of its
gaping mouth.
"Man, he looks like a Piranha."
Fish lady chuckled, "Yeah, k.inda. He's bigger though."
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"What!?"
"Yeah, Piranha are actually kinda small."
"Oh ... he eat fish too?"
"Oooh, yeah! He can even eat an Oscar."
"What!?"
"Yup, you put them in a tank together and he'll go after 'em. Eat 'em in about two bites.
That's why I put that black divider between the two tanks. If he could see them, he'd keep
bumping the sides trying to get at 'em. He'd scare the heck out of them and maybe hurt 'imself."
The boy glanced at the black piece of plywood stuck between the two tanks.
"Oh."
They stood in silence. He watched the Pacu, never looking back at the Oscars.
ThePacu,
as big as his head.
ThePacu,
uncontested master of fresh water tanks .
ThePacu,
gulper and gobbler of all breeds of aquarium fish.
ThePacu,
BIGGER than a Piranha.
"So, did ya decide which one of these you want?" she grabbed a small fish net from
above the Oscar tank. The price sticker on the wood above the Pacu read $25.00. He glared the
pitiable little Oscars in apparent dissatisfaction, disinterest.
"Nah .. .I think I'm gonna have ta come back next weekend."
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She looked a little disappointed, "OK, hon"'. She put the net back. They said goodbye.
He felt ashamed for ever wanting such a pathetic little fish.
He wandered through booths and aisles, looking at toys, hunting knifes, boom boxes with
small TVs built into them.

And that was The Chipmunks singing Jingle Bell Rock. You can pick up that album, and
hundreds of other great records, at Mike's Music and More in booth 523.
He stopped at a stall selling women's clothing, makeup, hair products, and costume
jewelry. As he turned inside, he caught a glimpse of a red Christmas bow, like the ones his
mother puts on gifts, attached to an emaciated hand at the end of a puny arm. The arm stuck
straight out from a position lower than its length suggested. Several people hurrying and hustling
through Christmas time crowds prevented him from seeing whom the arm belonged to.
He looked over silver plated rings with fake diamonds in a small display case next to the
counter, just inside the entryway. He decided to stick with the one he selected the week before,
waited for the old keeper to finish ringing up an old man who wouldn't stop talking, then handed
the ring to him.
The owner awkwardly asked, ."Well, is this for a special young lady?"
The boy awkwardly replied, "Yes .. .my mother. "
The owner awkwardly said, "Oh, I see ... that's nice. "
The owner and the boy awkwardly nodded at each other.
A billowing, obnoxious, imposingly loud voice with a thick New York accent blasted
through the air from right behind him. The sound of it annoyed him, making him anxious, almost
angry. A large woman with big pillows of puffy hair stretched a blouse hanging from the outside
of the shop's chain-link fence to its limits .
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"Muriel! I want ya dajust look at this . Now, this is just gooorrrrgeous !"
Muriel looked at the gorgeous blouse. She was not as impressed. She mumbled, "Uh huh,
yeah, it's nice". Her eyes fell on the blouse for an instant, then continued scanning further down
the aisle, pausing briefly here and there.
"Ah! And this skirt. Muriel just look at this skirt." She flipped tags and looked at prices,
stepped back for a wider view and slid her tongue across her front teeth, "Mmm nnn mmm. "
A floral patterned baby stroller of unusual size sat parked at her right side. Inside this
stained, dirty, faded carriage sat a scrawny girl wearing stained, dirty, faded clothes. She was too
old, too big for the carriage. She was packed and crammed into it, her pigeon-toed feet touching
the floor. On the top of the hand at the end of that scrawny girl's scrawny right arm was a red
Christmas bow.
"That'll be $8 .40, son."
The boy handed the shopkeeper a ten and looked back at the girl. The girl played with the
bow, gently nudging, caressing, and prodding it with the crooked, decrepit fingers of her left
hand, bringing it up close to her face for intimate examination, then extending her arm to admire
it fully. She softly sang a song she did not know the words to.
Her wrists bent in uncontrollably at permanent sharp angles, bringing her contorted little
fingers back towards her inner forearms. He saw people, grown-ups, with their hands like that
before. His mother explained it to him once, but he forgot the affliction's name. Her hair looked
stringy, unwashed, unbrushed. She seemed his age, maybe even taller than him.
The shopkeeper fumbled behind the counter, looking for a ring box.
The girl held her hand up to her mother, "Look ma-rna, look at pretty bow."
"Uh huh, I know Gina baby doll, it's very pretty, but marna's talking."
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Mama wore new clothes - cheap, but new. Thick coats of makeup covered her face.
Gaudy gold-colored jewelry hung heavy from her ears and around her neck.
Gina kept her hand held up to ma-ma awhile. Marna never looked. Gina talked to herself.
The boy peeked at her uncomfortably, timidly a few times. She caught him looking and
he quickly averted his eyes. Then, like a reflex, he turned his head back toward her. He looked
straight at her. She stared back. Their eyes set on each other for a long moment, without
comment, gesture, or expression. Her face was milky white with moist pink lips. She had
incredible green eyes that defied the rest of her. She was pretty. He wanted to kiss her.
"Here ya go. Thank you and merry Christmas. Merry Christmas to your mother too."
The boy took the plastic bag and walked out. He looked at the girl again as he passed.
She held her hand up in his direction. He looked at the bow too.
He unlocked the back door of his parents' car, wrapped the plastic bag tight around the
ring box, and stuffed it deep under the driver's seat.
He pulled a small ice chest full of tap water from the back floorboard and dumped it
outside the car.
At his parents' booth, actually four booths, be handed the car keys to his mother. He and
his mother spoke without looking at each other. She read an Agatha Christie book.
"You put yer fish in the car?"
"Nah, I didn't get it."
"Why not?"
"I don't know. I didn't want to. I'll get it next week."
"Oh. Ya eat lunch?"
"Yeah."
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"Wadya Have?"
"A hamburger and French fries."
"Oh. Was it good?"
"Yeah, it was good."
They spoke gently in measured verse.
His father stood towards the center of their shop, talking and joking loudly with a
customer. Father held a small notepad and pen in his left hand, in case the man wanted to "place"
a "special order" -always a very smooth and professionally formal process.
Away from the market father did not like people, never joked loudly with them, but in the shop
he liked customers very much.
The boy walked back to the entranceway of his parents' stall and watched people walk
by. Across the way, at T-rifle, a partial mannequin (only chest and stomach) wore a black t-shirt.
A large blue truck with exaggerated chrome trim covered the bottom half of the shirt. Above the
truck, three rows of lettering stretched across the fabric. The first line was red, the second white,
the third blue. The words read:
My Wife? Yes
My Dog? Maybe
My Truck? Never
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A Response to "Diamond Rings and Pretty Bows"

Unfortunately, I must admit that "Diamond Rings and Pretty Bows" went though several
revisions before becoming what it now is.

Of course, it still contains many of the flaws

discussed in my response to "Early in the Morning," so I will briefly mention some of those
faults before moving on to more positive elements.

Before revisiting these stories for this

project, I had forgotten that I once suffered from an insatiable appetite for multiple adjectives. I
start this story with the line, "He tapped the red button to the right methodically, deliberately,
strategically." This doubling and tripling of adjectives appears several more times in this story
and in other stories. In some ways it might work, and it brings a nice metafiction element to the
story by suggesting the shortcomings of language or, at least, the author' s lack of control over
language. But it can also become quite annoying and tedious. I won't categorically rule out
anything, not even double- or triple-adjectives, but normally I avoid adjectives altogether, except
when they are absolutely necessary, which is to say when I have failed to find the right noun or
verb that will perfectly express my intent without the support of other words. If I do use a series
of adjectives in the future, it would have to be for a reason that truly supports the tone, rhythm,
or character development of the story. I don't think that is the case with "Diamond Rings and
Pretty Bows."
There are countless other little problems with this story. I used "the boy" as a character
in this story, which is always risky, and, to be honest, it usually bothers me when I see other
authors do so. There are several formatting inconsistencies. The intentional, and therefore
almost inevitably awkward, alliteration is still present, as in "fast, frantic flurries." There is a
slapdash poem that breaks the narrative tone of the story, not that it hasn ' t been broken a dozen
other times by that point. More importantly, the poem violates the main character's perspective
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by giving his thoughts a voice that is not his own; "the boy" would not say "uncontested," so
~hy would he think it? And the cynical and self-indulgent play with language and image, the

unbridled attempts at being clever and witty, remains as prevalent in this story as in the prior
ones. I obviously thought that I was funnier, my perspective was more interesting, and my turnof-phrase more original than anyone who had come before me. Stories set in malls, stores, and
flea markets are so stale that I fmd it hard to imagine anyone writing a good one. What is truly
horrifying is that I wrote this story nearly twenty years after Updike' s "A & P," and without
having read Updike's story. I'm afraid to guess how many grocery store stories the editors of
literary journals and magazines had to read in the months and years immediately after the
publication of "A & P."
There are, however, at least two things that make me view "Diamond Rings and Pretty
Bows" as a positive step in my development as a writer. First, I introduced an image that, had I
portrayed it the way it deserved, could have actually been quite touching and evocative. But, of
course, I muddled it up. Failing to do justice to the image of a disabled girl with the bow on her
wrist is something that I have not forgiven myself for. Second, I deal with more than one
character. While the main character is still front and center, the other characters play minor parts
in terms of the amount of dialogue, action, and words attributed to them, the other characters are
fairly distinct. I will not call them three-dimensional or well rounded, but I believe that some of
them would have been so had they taken up more space in the story. I am also pleased that there
are several women in this story, each considerably different than the others. The lack of women
in several of my stories, as well as the limited ways in which they are portrayed, has become a
concern for me recently. But I will address that more fully in responses to other stories.
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A Bad Episode
Forty-two inches. Forty-two big fat inches. That's quite a stretch from bellybutton all the
way around and back to bellybutton again. Ennis dropped the metal tape measure he'd been
using as a tailor's tape, and stared at his naked body in the mirror. Plugging an index finger into
his navel, he whispered, "Beebo." That's what his mother used to do whenever he carne to sit
and pout on her lap, when he was still a little boy. She would lift up his shirt and say,
"Beeeeeebo beebo beebobeebobeeebo," while tickling his tummy. It made him laugh and squirm
and laugh and laugh and laugh.
He put his hands beneath the roll of belly that hung down over his belt line, and lifted the
flab. Then he squished it all around and made faces with it. Big fat hairy pale faces that talked
through his bellybutton as he moved it, so that it opened and closed like a little mouth. "Hello,
Ennis, look at how ginormous I'm getting. I'm a big disgusting blob."
He went into the kitchen to get some juice and take a handful of pills. Because, "these

will help with digestion ... and these will boost your immune system ... and these will help with
the headaches ... and you need a good multi-vitamin .. . and these will help with fatigue ... and
these are for this infection ... and these will help with concentration ... and these will suppress
your adrenal glands ... and these will take care of the cnnstipation ... and these should help with
theeee, urnmm, dysfunction .. . and these are for that infection ... and these are for anxiety."
"But I don't think I really have any anxiety issues," Ennis had objected. Well, now that
proved a fine statement to make to a doctor, contradicting him and all, because doctors are quite
capable of saying some very horrible things themselves, albeit in a very professional manner.
Capable of saying things to insure your anxiety, to amplify and solidify any that's there, and
create and then perpetuate any that isn' t.
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And that's exactly what the doctor did over the next couple of months. He said things .
And he must have told the other doctors to start saying things too, because they did. They all said
things, things like "procedure" and "invasive" and "tumors" and "tests" and "abnormal" and
"surgery" and "condition." They said things until Ennis began taking all of those pills, even the
ones for anxiety.
But the joke was on them, because Ennis really only took those pills for a couple weeks,
just long enough to see they did him no good. Then he quit taking them, but kept telling the
doctors he still was. Because he wasn't crazy. He was sick. Sure some of the symptoms of his
sickness affected him mentally, and psychologically, and emotionally. But all those pills weren't
the ones he needed. He needed the other ones, the ones he needed to take only once a day, the
ones they promised to start giving him after surgery, after they sliced open his neck and cut out
cysts and parts of glands. But surgery was such a long way off. Months away in fact, considering
all of the other tests that had to be done first, and that all of the crappy diagnostic centers that
accepted Ennis' crappy health insurance managed to stay booked up all the time.
The one doctor insisted, "Until we can get all of this straightened out, I want you to keep
taking that prescription I gave you, to help deal with the stress." And Ennis said okay. He could
tell that they thought at least some of his problems were in his head. That doctor looked insulted
and so very disappointed when he asked if the little anxiety pills were helping, and Ennis
answered, "Nope .. . absolutely no improvement."
Now E nnis stared at the free promotional package of those anxiety pills that sat on his
kitchen counter while he took all his other medicines. Now he wanted to take them and anything
else that offered even the slightest little bit of placebo hope that he would start feeling better. He
wanted to become one of the little white bobblehead mascots strolling across the front of the

package with great big smiley faces. To crawl inside one of their little egg bodies and wobble
around on two doodlebug legs and eat and hump, or whatever it is that they do. Ennis didn' t even

mind if they didn' t hump. That didn't bother him at all. Because lately he didn' t want to hump
too much either. And if that wasn't in their nature, then they probably didn't mind at all - no
desire nor shame for the lack of desire, none whatsoever. That may even be a relief. Yup, that
was the ticket, just wobble around and smile and do whatever it is they do other than worrying
about what to do or how often a normal bobblehead humps.
Ennis finished taking his medicine and drinking his apple juice and fantasizing about
becoming a cartoon prescription drug mascot. He tried watching TV, but daytime television was
so miserable he was embarrassed to watch it, even by himself. Then he tried to clean the
bathroom, to scrub away some of the strips of green and orange algae from between the tiles, but
he got dizzy and tired after about five minutes. Then he tried reading a book he started months
earlier, but he couldn't understand a damn word of it. It may as well been shit smeared all over
the pages by a baby. He read and reread lines, but he' d forget how a sentence started before he
finished it.
He decided to call Ellen at work. By the time he pushed 2 and then 4 and then 7, to
navigate through the automated caller directory, only to be placed on hold forever by one of her
coworkers, he was so irritated he wished he could snap the phone receiver over his knee. But he
knew he couldn't. He was too weak and stupid, and he would probably break his stupid weak
knee if he tried.
When Ellen picked up, she said, "Hey sweetie, how's it going?"
"Fine. What are you doing?"
"Well ... I'm working ... uh, not much else ... "
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"Are you cheating on me?''
'.'Sweeeetie, I thought we talked about this, 'member?"
"I remember. Is that one guy there?"
"You mean Scott?"
"I guess so."
"Yes, little gay nineteen-year-old Scott is here, and I'm cheating on you with him."
"Don't. Stop it."
"Well, then you stop being silly. I don't like it when you accuse me of things, even when
you're joking it kinda ... "
"I don't feel good."
"Oh, are you feeling bad again today?"
"Yes. I want you to come home."
"Oh baby, I'll be home at five. What's wrong now?"
"Just the usual. I just don't feel good."
"Oh, I'm so sorry."
"I know ... I can't really think clearly right now. I'm gonna go."
"If you need me to come home, I can try ... "

"No, it's okay. I'm gonna go get a sam'ich."
"Okay, you go get you a sam'ich, and take a nap after that, okay?"
"Okay. Ilove you ."
"I love you too, and I' II see you soon."
Ennis started getting dressed. He had to suck in to get his pants on, and the zipper refused
to say up, until he safety pinned it. His shirts barely covered his stomach anymore. It didn 't
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matter which one he wore, if he lifted his anns more than shoulder level in any of them it
exposed his gargantuan gut and hairy bubble-butt ass crack to the whole wide world.
He thought of walking to the store at the end of the street. But decided to drive instead.
When he got outside his whole body felt full of jelly, all his blood and guts and bones mixed
together into a gooey muck, slowly rolling and flowing inside of him to currents he could neither
predict nor control. Currents that threatened to tip him over or pull him down through the earth
by his face. His big head felt heavy and swollen on his shoulders like a balloon with a lead
weight in the bottom of it, and everywhere he walked his feet landed on giant sponges.
He wandered slowly through the aisles at the store, and everything blurred together,
people and products, all an intimidating nightmarish haze. There was too much of everything for
him to focus on anything. Operating on an instinctual level, capable of only the most basic
reasoning and physical coordination, as he found his favorite flavor of bottled tea and favorite
type of potato chips and a quart of pistachio ice cream, he thought to himself: maybe I have brain
damage or Alzheimer's or multiple sclerosis...fucking multiple sclerosis ...

He found the items by size, shape, color and familiarity of location, rather than the words
written on their labels. Otherwise, he would've been out of luck. Because there were other things
he wanted, things he didn' t buy everyday, like hot sauce and pepper-jack cheese, but there
wasn't much he could do about that. He tried reading the listings on the aisle markers, but they
didn't make any sense. He could read, and he knew what the words were, he just couldn't do
anything with them. You may as well have given a blind man a hammer, but no nails, and then
told him to go build a house out of piss and sand.
At the deli counter the sandwich girl wouldn't stop asking him questions. He said hello
and all that, and then "whole," and then he said, "white," and then, "provolone." Then, "yes ...
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tomatoes ... pickles ... everything." He tried very hard to be nice, because he knew her. She lived
next-door to his old apartment. But he didn't want to answer anymore questions. Questions made
him tired. Besides, he ordered the exact same damn sam'ich everyday, why couldn't she just
make it? Oh, it was just too much for him on this day. He became completely disoriented, and
that's when he looked at her and said, "Potato chips ... pepper-jack cheese ... hamburger and
pizza ... hamburger pizza." The girl laughed and giggled. But then she stopped laughing and just
stared back at him, holding a spatula thick with Dijon mustard that dripped down all over
everything. Ennis said, "I'm sorry." Then he looked away, looked at lemon-basil rotisserie
chickens and ribs coated in gelatinous barbecue sauce. He calmly set his basket down on top of
an open-air cooler case full of pudding cups and potato salad boats. Then began slowly taking his
clothes off while mumbling, "I have a condition." People edged away, to stare or laugh from a
comfortable distance. Or just walked away in a hurry. The sandwich girl's head started swinging
back and forth, looking for someone to help her or tell her what to do. A young guy yelled
something mean at Ennis, but he couldn't exactly understand it. He just started stomping his feet
and screaming, "I have a condition" while the pale flesh of his naked body wobbled up and
down. One man attempted to apprehend Ennis, but when he got closer he reconsidered. The man
just stood a few feet away, holding his arms out in front of him in a defensive position - as if
Ennis were the one who accosted him and threatened to wrestle his bare butt body to the ground.
The man kept saying, "Are you all right man? Are you all right? What's going on?" Then the
man became so confused and nervous himself that he started shouting even louder than Ennis,
who still kept screaming, "I have a condition, I'm a blubbery belly monster." And the man
hollered back, "Are you okay? Are you okay?" until the manager came trotting up, stopping
short, at about the same distance from Ennis as the other man. The manager asked, "Are you
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okay? What's, what's the problem? How can I help, how may I help you?" Ennis screeched back
with a pterodactyl mouth, "I have a condition. I'm a big fat walrus butt." Ennis continued
stomping around, and shouting, ''I'm a big fat-walrus butt, look at me, I'm a great big fat hippo
monster," while he lifted up his belly with his hands and made faces with it, moving the beebo
mouth back and forth to the rhythm of his words, as if it were the one doing all the yelling. The
manager said, "Sir, please just calm down and ... and put your clothes back on and everything
will be fine." But Ennis said, "Oh no, everything will not be fine because my clothes don't fit me
anymore. They hurt my fat little tummy, and they're only getting tighter and tighter because I'm
only getting fatter and fatter." The manager told the sandwich girl to call 9-1-1 , and when Ennis
heard that he started crying like a little baby and jumping up and down screaming, "No, no no,
please help me, please. I have a condition and it won't go away. Make it go away!" The
sandwich girl froze and the manager barked, "Call 9-1-1," a little more sternly this time, and she
picked up the phone and started dialing. She was crying too.
When Ennis heard her talking to the operator, a subconscious impulse sent a signal to
every last nerve in his body. And when every last nerve in his body received that impulse, they
frantically consulted one another but the only thing they could make of it was 'get the fuck out of
here.' So that's what they made his body do. He grabbed his pile of clothes, then he snatched up
his basket of food from off of the cooler, and he ran like a son-of-a-bitch. The manager moved to
stop him, doing a little shuffle step, but then cleared from his path at the last moment, the way a
matador evades a charging bull.

In the parking lot, nobody knew what in the hell was going on, didn't know whether to
laugh or run for cover. Ennis threw everything in the car and took off like a dog with it's ass on
fire. He saw strange faces on the people he passed. Fear and teeth and wide eyes and dark cave
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mouths. AJl he could think was that he was in some sort of trouble and that he needed to get
home. But then he knew that even if he got home he was in trouble. The sandwich girl would rat
on him, or the manager would recognize him because of the bad checks he had written to the
store. They would call some sinister looking bastards wearing hazmat suits to comb the place for
fmgerprints or hairs or something, while local law enforcement screened the videos from parking
lot cameras and questioned witnesses. Everyone was going to do everything in their power to
ensure that they find this crazy, naked beast-man who gets his kicks terrorizing innocents at
grocery stores.
When Ennis got home he put the groceries in the fridge and threw his clothes on a chair.
Then he sat on the couch and stared at an unidentifiable stain on the carpet.

Response to "A Bad Episode"

This story appeared on the Foliate Oak Online website, which is hosted by the University
of Montana. I wrote "A Bad Episode" very quickly, typing the draft in a single sitting and then
revising it only a few times. There are negative and positive aspects to this. It is good that I
avoided spending too long on a story that probably was not worth writing in the first place. But
my confidence in submitting something after only a few revisions shows that I was still guided
by my arrogance and naivete. Despite this, "A Bad Episode" is more successful in many ways

than my previous attempts. The troublesome quirks, though still present in some spots, have
been suppressed substantially. And the playful language, tone, and imagery actually work fairly
well with the subject of this story. If the story were fuller, something more than a cliched slice
of life, it might have been acceptable as a one-time project that is not worth repeating. As it is, it
fell short of even that low standard.
There are several minor technical and stylistic problems that, when combined, work to
make "A Bad Episode" nearly unreadable. The transition from Ennis looking at himself in the
mirror to him taking a handful of pills is sloppy and awkward.

Then there are lines like,

"Operating on an instinctual level, capable of only the most basic reasoning and physical
coordination, as he found his favorite flavor of bottled tea and favorite type of potato chips and a
quart of pistachio ice cream, he thought to himself: maybe I have brain damage or Alzheimer's

or multiple sclerosis.. .fu cking multiple sclerosis ... " I don't even know where to begin with that
sentence, it is so ugly and stilted. Tea and chips and ice cream, fine. But those first two clauses
are so bad that they make me hate reading, make me never want to pick up a book again. On a
bigger scale, stories about nameless maladies are about as fresh and exciting as stories about

guys not being able to function effectively in grocery stores and similar settings (we've already
looked at a flea market in "Diamond Rings and Pretty Bows"). Even though there is a scene that
could be called a climax in this story, it has no effect on the character. In his 1986 Harper's
essay "Less is Less: The Dwindling American Short Story," Madison Smartt Bell takes issue

with the stasis and lack of emotion present in many of that period's short stories and their
characters. He opens his essay with comments on Amy Hempel's "When It's Human Instead of
When It's Dog," a short-short of about four pages from her debut collection Reasons to Live.
According to Bell, the story concerns the aftermath of a woman's death, primarily her husband's
response to it, and concludes with the widower and his maid staring at a dog-piss stain on the
floor. Bell comments that with the story's ending, "The essential meaning of human mortality is
reduced to a urine stain on the rug." To him, this type of minimalism strips characters and
stories of their humanity. I have never read Hempel's story, but I agree with the idea that
extreme minimalism often proves detrimental, denying characters emotional and psychological
development. On this note, I must point out that "A Bad Episode" ends with the lines, "When
Ennis got home he put the groceries in the fridge and threw his clothes on a chair. Then he sat on
the couch and stared at an unidentifiable stain on the carpet." While Ennis may be emotional, he
is pretty static. He ends up exactly where he started without any inclination that he is more
informed for his adventure. In other words, with " A Bad Episode," I managed to combine three
of the most hackneyed cliches of late twentieth-century literature. I created a story about a man
with a nameless malady having a nervous breakdown in a grocery store and not growing or
evolving as a result. Had I intended to write a parody, I would be quite proud of myself,
especially since the title would play into that so nicely (Bell, "Less is Less" 64-65).
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Of course, there are other problems with this story, and maybe a couple of positives, but
let's leave it at that. I will note, however, that I did not write the phrase "crazy, naked beast-

man." It was the editors at Foliate Oak Online that made that decision. Originally it read "crazy,
naked fucker," but that supposedly violated a University of Montana rule on the number of
expletives allowed into a student publication. Maybe some people like their version better. To
me, it sounds kind of silly.
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S~litting Hairs

To celebrate our two-and-a-half year anniversary, Ayel and I went out for dinner at Big
City Tavern, one of our favorite restaurants. It was also the Fourth of July, but we weren't really
interested in that. Ayel just wanted to go out. She always wanted to go out. Even when we used
to go out three or four times a week she always acted as if it had been two months since she last
set foot outside.
We got all dressed up for our date. I wore a black oxford and a spray of the cologne she
gave me for my birthday. She put on a copper colored dress with black lace. Standing at our
bathroom doorway, I watched her apply lipstick and eyeliner and powder. I preferred she wore
none, but it made her feel prettier, more elegant. I told her she looked lovely, and she called me
her handsome man.
Big City sits on the second floor of El Centro Ybor, in the middle of Tampa's
entertainment district. Only a few tables were taken. The hostess seated us next to bay windows
that opened onto a wrought iron balcony overlooking the courtyard of El Centro. Ayel picked up
the wine list and asked if I wanted a bottle. I told her to get whatever she wanted, that I would
have a glass but probably no more.
"Well never mind then. I'll just have a glass too," she said.
"It's fine. Get whatever you want. We're celebrating, I don' t mind."
"You sure?"
"Yeah."
We knew our waitress, Sarah. She was the younger sister of my ex-roommate, Kaywon.
We all said 'hello' and 'how have you been.' Then Ayel ordered an inexpensive bottle of
cabemet. I asked for a cola. While Sarah got our drinks, we agreed on a fried calamari appetizer.

Ellen told me she wanted the Chicken Paillard smothered in a white wine and garlic demi, with
mashed potatoes and grilled vegetables. I decided on the tenderloin grilled with onions and
rosemary, with potato lasagna. Her eyebrows raised and she gave me tbis look, the kind that an
adult with no direct authority gives a child, like when a person in a grocery story notices the
misbehavior of an unattended child of a stranger and gives the kid a look that cautions 'no, no,
no, you know better than that. '
Before she said anything, before her mouth opened to release the words I knew were
coming, I cut her off. "Ya know, not tonight. I don't care. I just wanna eat what I wanna eat, and
I don't want to hear about any diet. You are the one who thinks I need to be on a diet. Not me."
"I just thought we were going to try to-- "
"Fucking not tonight. Are you serious? I wanna relax and enjoy my dinner. Just leave me
alone about this shit for once. For tonight."
The muscles on the sides of her forehead and jaw rippled in rapid waves as she grinded
her teeth. Glaring at me, she spoke in a slow, quiet tone, "I would appreciate it if you did not
speak to me that way."
Through the windows I watched crowds gather in the streets and the courtyard,
wondering from bar to bar.
Sarah returned with drinks and bread. She started to formally pour a sip of wine for us to
taste, but we assured her it was fine. Ayel ordered. Then I asked for the filet and a Portuguese
beer. Snapping her menu shut and handing it to Sarah, Ayel said, ''Thank you." Her eyes still
beamed at me.
"It's really nice out," I said.
Ayel replied, "Yes it is ... " Then, leaning towards me, "Can we afford this right now?"

"Yes. Everything's fine. Just relax for once. We'll have a nice night. There's nothing to
worry about."
"All right," she took a drink of her wine, "but you're the one who's always so uptight.
It's unbelieeeevable how much the littlest thing can upset you."
"Fine. I'm uptight. So, tonight, let's both try to relax and be nice."
"All right, you're right. I'm sorry."
"I'm sorry too."
She gave me a wink, and her body loosened up, her shoulders dropping to a comfortable
position. But we spoke very little while waiting for our food.
Once the calamari arrived, we briefly discussed school and work: her graduate courses
killing her, my exhibits at the museum a personal disappointment. We commented how good the
calamari tasted and how hungry we were.
Sarah came over to check on us and to chat. "Did ya'll come out for the fireworks ?"
Ayel responded, "Uh, nah, not really. We just wanted to come out. It's our, like, two-anda-half year anniversary. And we look for any excuse to go out."
I said, "Just before you walked up we were planning our two-and-three-quarters year

anniversary."
Sarah gave us a big happy smile, "Awwwe, that's so nice. You guys have been together
so long ... But ya'll aren't married are you?"
Ayel rolled her eyes and pretended to be angry at me, "No. Someone has never asked
me ... "
I rolled my eyes too, and Sarah's face reddened slightly. I asked her, "When are the
fireworks?"

"I don't know," she glanced around for a coworker who might. "I can find out if you
want. 1know that they're gonna have them later, but I'm not sure when."
"No. That's all right. I don' t really care. I just don't feel like dealing with the crowds."
Dinner was excellent, the outside of the steak charred crisp but the inside still tender and
medium pink. Ayel and I shared. But she would not touch the Potato Lasagna, which personally,
1would call Potatoes au Gratin - very good Potatoes au Gratin.
After taking our plates, Sarah brought a dessert menu, and we ordered cappuccino,
strawberry puff pastries with Bavarian creme, and creme Brule.
At 9 o'clock, fireworks began launching from the top of an adjacent building, exploding
outside the open windows, flashing through the restaurant. Sarah sat down our desserts and
coffees, then stepped out onto the balcony to watch. She asked us to come outside and Ayel
promised to join her as soon as we finished.
Once the show got going, the flowering eruptions became constant, one right after
another, faster and faster until clusters of five or six projectiles exploded in rapid-fire successions
to form iridescent bouquets of perfect blooms bursting open, over, around, and through one
another, each instantly wilting with a flicker. Grey streams of smoke drifted inside.
Ayel and I shared our desserts. I scraped up every last bit of creme I could with my fork.
Then we stepped outside and stood next to Sarah, I with my coffee and Ayel with a glass of
wine.
My eardrums vibrated with each heavy boom. The puffs of smoke grew so strong and
thick that they stung the inside of my nose. From the balcony, the red, white, and blue tails
flittering down from the sky seemed only an arm's length out of reach. Sparks fell all around us,
an occasional stray landing like wann rain on our bare arms, or bouncing across the black metal

of the balcony floor before burning itself into nothing. Ayel and Sarah were excited, which was
nice to see. I never get excited about fireworks anymore, but sometimes wish that I could.
Plugging one of her ears, Sarah moved closer to us and shouted that she was leaving in
two weeks, moving to San Diego for awhile, to check it out. Some friends of hers lived there.
Her and her boyfriend both decided that he would stay in Tampa. They hoped to try the long
distance thing. I felt bad for him. We wished her luck.
When the show ended, Sarah brought our check. She "comped" the desserts and coffee.
Ayel took a while to finish another glass of wine. We were enjoying ourselves more than earlier,
but I felt anxious to get home. We left Sarah a nice tip, and gave her hugs and said 'thank you'
and 'good luck' again on our way out.
Ayel wanted to stop for another drink. I agreed to one but only one, which made her snip,
"Nevermind, let's just go home." That was her way of throwing a fit and pouting. But we
stopped for a drink, a drink that she nursed for nearly an hour while chit-chatting with anyone
she had ever been introduced to at any bar or any party. When she finished I asked to leave and
she huffed, "Fine!"
But all in all we were in better moods. By the time we got to the car she already forgave
me and acted happy again. She gave me a big kiss when ·I opened her door.
On the way home she insisted we stop for a bottle of wine. We stopped. And at home she
poured herself half a glass and sipped it. We sat on the couch together watching TV. She
stretched out and laid her legs across mine. I rubbed her feet, off and on, for the second half of
the first late show and the first half of the second one. Then I went to take a shower and she got
in bed.

Five minutes into my shower, she tapped on the bathroom door. "Yeah?" I called.
"Sweetie, can you come out here for a second?" Her tone conveyed a sense of reluctant urgency,
as if she just broke something important to me or something requiring a great deal of fixing at
roy expense and she was uncertain how I would react. I turned the water off.

"Yeah, just a second." I wrapped a towel around myself and opened the door, "What's
up?"

"I found this in my book... " Between her thumb and index fmger she held up a single
blond hair, about five inches long.
I squinted my eyes at it, then took it from her fingers for a closer look. A perfectly normal
hair. "Shit, Sweetie, you scared me." I handed it back to her then faced the mirror to brush my
teeth. "I thought something was wrong or something ..." As I said this my stomach turned warm
and my body felt light. I turned my head back to her to find her staring back at me, eyes
watering, chin trembling.
She whispered, "Sweetie?"
I was tucked.
Putting my hands up near my chest, palms toward her, "Okay, calm down. I don' t know
anything about it. But I'm sure if we think about it we can figure it out." I took the hair from her
again, to reexamine it.
She shook her head, "Sweetie?" her voice cracking and tears trickling down her cheeks.
With my empty hand I rubbed my face in one slow motion, from forehead down,
grabbing my chin hard at the end of the sweep.
She began crying aloud and shuffled back to our bedroom.

Holding the hair to the light, I rolled it around in my fingers. I grabbed both ends and
pulled them so the hair sprang tight. Then moved my hands closer together so the blonde strand
went slack. Tight then slack, several times, back and forth, like the pulse of a heart rate monitor
beeping between my two hands.
I considered all our old roommates and recent guests. Thoughts zipped through my brain
at dizzying speed ... Tara? No too straight but even people with curly hair have straight hairs
sometimes ... what about Cathy it could easily be Cathy's but she moved out months ago so how
the hell did it get into a book we bought a few weeks ago but things like that happen strange
things happen and we never clean the place it could've stirred up by the fan or the dogs or
anything it could've been in some place we never touch and we stirred it somehow it could even
be Chris's the dogs they could have some extra long mutant stray hair like a whisker or
something growing out of a mole .. .
I tiptoed into the bedroom and got up on the bed, kneeling on my knees beside her. She
lay facing the far wall. I started, "Okay. I know this seems strange, and suspicious. But I haven't
done anything. I've never done anything like that with anyone. Not you. Not anyone. You know
me. You know I've never cheated on anyone. I don't get into a relationship unless I'm absolutely
positive ... unless I really know the person and know for certain that I really want to. And then if I
want to fuck someone else I leave, which may be just as shitty, but I don't lie about it. I mean,
you know that."
She whimpered, "I know," paused to sniff her nose, and then, "but I just don't know ... I
mean how did it get there then?"
I exhaled slowly, "Uhhhh, maybe it's one of your hairs. I mean it' s your natural color. .. "

Whipping her head towards me, her eyes naJTowed, "I don't-- I don't let my roots grow
out that long," her voice garbled by the tightening of her throat, thick with mucous.
"Maybe you missed one. You're always missing spots."
She gasped and shook her head, then slumped back down on her pillow, facing the wall

again.
"Well I don't know .. ." I offered all the other reasons running through my head, but none
of them satisfied her, at all. She kept whispering "okay" but I knew what that meant. It meant
'Okay, you're a lying fucking cheater and I'm so disgusted and disappointed that I don't even
care to argue. Maybe I'll try to forgive you, but more than likely I'm going to make your life
miserable for awhile and then destroy all your things and leave you while you're at work one
day.'
But she finally said something else. She rolled back over and looked me in the face, "I
just think it's strange that this just ya know-- just happened to happen like a month after Lauren
moved in next door. I mean it looks like her hair ya know? It looks exactly like her hair. And
that's the kinda shit girls do, leave things where the girlfriend can find them -- to fuck with
them."
That stunned me, like a good heavyweight jab to the nose. And that's what she intended
too, because her expression struck me as a taunting smirk, an 'Aha! I gotcha motherfucker!'
It was a reasonable accusation. It made sense. Unfortunately, Lauren's name had come

nowhere close to crossing my mind. It completely caught me off guard. So I just sat there
slouched over for a few seconds, then mumbled, "I'm not fucking Lauren."
"You're always fucking Lauren!" she snapped back.

''What? I'm not always fucking Lauren. I haven't fucked Lauren in years. I haven't
fucked anyone but you in years. Goddamn it, this is fucking bullshit! I didn' t do anything and

I'm not going to sit here and fucking argue and defend myself against some shit I can't even
explain. I know it looks fucked-up, but I don't know what to tell you other than -- than I don't
know. I don't know! Nothing! I don't know anything, except that I would like to hope you would
trust me by know. You fucking ask anyone I've ever dated, anyone who ever even knew me-- I
don't fuck around. I've never even been accused before. I try my damnedest to avoid anything
that can even be interpreted as suspicious in any way just so that you never even have to worry,
so that you never even have to let that thought enter your mind. And now you're fucking with me
about this. Have I ever done anything questionable? You -- you do far more weird shit than me,
and I don't fuck with you about it, not like this. I trust you. So you decide what you want to do,
and you just-- you do what you want. But I'm going to sleep."
"Okay." The word sounded like a gentle breeze sighing through a cracked wall. I lost.
The hair was still between my fingers. I got up and stomped back down the hall, held it
up to the light one last time. It looked like Lauren's. My love, my future wife, was laying in our
bed contemplating leaving me because of Lauren Weis. I turned on the sink and put my hand
under the running water. The hair slid down the drain.
Back in the bedroom I put my arm around Ayel and cuddled up tight against her, kissing
her on the head repeatedly. She lay dead still and quiet, not even the shudder of silent crying. I
held her for a moment, then pulled away. I was hurt and angry too.
I knew that was it. Whether it ended in the morning or three months later, that night, that
hair, was the end. I knew what she was going to tell her parents and our friends. I already felt
ashamed.

My mother would ask, "I really liked Ayel, there ain't no way ya'll can work things out?
What happened anyway?" An easy question for her. Her last two marriages ended with a death.

But also an easy question for me. I would answer, "She found a hair in her book."
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Response to "Splitting Hairs"

I wrote this story out of desperation, but maybe that is related to inspiration. At the time,
1 was working on another story for a writing class. The assignment was due on a Monday. On
the Sunday before it was due, I realized that the story I had been working on simply wasn' t
coming together, at all. So I decided to start from scratch, on an entirely different project. I
typed straight through a few hours, stopping only briefly now and then to think of a word or
revise a sentence, and ended up with "Splitting Hairs." Afterward, I read through it a few times,
made some minor edits, and then printed it out to tum in to class. Even now, after a few later
revisions, this story is about ninety-five percent the same as was in the first draft.
Initially, I was quite proud of "Splitting Hairs." It was the first story I wrote that was
actually a story. It went somewhere, maybe not anywhere great, but at least somewhere. It had a
beginning, a middle, and an end, so to speak. I was so confident in it that I sent it off to
Poindexter.com, a smalltime web journal, before it was workshopped in class, before I had time
to revise based on my instructor's or fellow classmates' responses. This ended up not being an
issue, because the class was overwhelmingly supportive of the story, offering only detailoriented criticisms that were so minor that I considered them irrelevant. No previous stories had
received such unanimous praise from the class, which of course made me even more satisfied
with "Splitting Hairs." A week or two later, Poindexter accepted and posted the story. I had
never had a story accepted on my first submission, anywhere, except for school publications. So
this, too, was encouraging. The story never completely satisfied me, but I was willing to give it
the benefit of the doubt. My readers were obviously seeing something that I, as the author, could
not. And who would argue with that. I became very comfortable with the idea that if I just sat

down and focused, I could tum out a good short story in a day. This couldn't happen everyday,

but maybe on weekends.
"Splitting Hairs" does possess the strengths that I mentioned, and there are many other
positives in this story. The summary sections effectively move the story from important scene to
important scene, which is something that many young writers have difficulty with. And the
important scenes are propelled by action and dialog without, I think, being reduced to a degree of
roinimalism that strips them of their humanity. The dialog is flat in a few spots, but it is also
very nice and real in others. The tension ebbs and flows as it builds to the climax. This story
also does more with theme and foreshadowing than my previous attempts. Human relationships
are looked at, although briefly and maybe even superficially, from several different aspects-the
mother's widowings, the hopeful plans for a long-distance romance, the memories of past affairs,
and then, finally, the impending breakup of the main characters. The rising and falling tension,
as mentioned, foreshadow an explosive climax, as do the fireworks themselves. Sometimes there
is nothing easier than an old cliche, and I almost get away with it in this story.
However, on the negative side, it took only a couple of weeks for my initial confidence to
wear off, for my doubts to become more fonnidable, and for new ones to arise. There are a
hundred little things I would do differently now, and a few major ones too. The story is full of
stylistic tics and glitches. I would rather write "nine o'clock" than "9 o'clock." Saying "Ayel
responded, 'Uh, nab, not really,"' is ugly on the page, even if it is true. There is no reason to
capitalize "Sweetie." The word "tiptoed" is, in all likelihood, an exaggeration in this case. "She
whimpered" as a lead in to dialog sounds silly. And this story reintroduces my habit of using
double hyphens when I should be using dashes. Need I go on? To touch on a few of the bigger
issues, the paragraphs are too short and choppy. This is fine sometimes, but it is too prevalent in

"Splitting Hairs," and there needs to be some longer paragraphs to support the emotional
rhythms· of the story. The paragraph that begins, "I considered all our old roommates and recent
guests," is one that I actually revised a few times, mainly playing with the punctuation and
format. Sometimes I think it is successful, that it is one of the few moments that show the
perspective and emotions of a unique individual. Other times I still wish that I had worked on it
more and wonder if it is gimmicky or excessive. The mother's dialect also might be awkward,
being thrown in there at the ending like that, but that doesn't really concern me as much. The
ending however, falls a little flat. And that relates directly to the one major problem of this
story. Despite all the positive and effective elements I noted, "Splitting Hairs" just doesn't really
grab hold of the reader. There is plenty of detail, but not enough original detail or perspective, or
ideas for that matter. If I read this story in a decent medium-sized journal, Indiana Review or
Greensboro Review for instance, I would say to myself something like, "Well, I'm not impressed

but it isn't a bad story. I can't really say it shouldn't have been published." But then three days
later I would completely forget that I ever read it. So that is the major problem with "Splitting
Hairs." It is not touching. It is not deeply engaging, emotionally or intellectually. It may be
technically sound in many ways, but who cares? What is the value of a story that can be
forgotten, one that does not force the reader to remember?

Shine
The cage was heavy and awkward. Seamus had to stretch his arms to their limits to grip
both sides. The smell of manure hung thick and damp beneath the shade of two oaks whose
limbs covered that comer of the yard. With a heave, he lifted the cage from the wooden rack it
sat on. Its weight threw him off balance, nearly knocking him over backwards. He regained his
footing, then turned and headed across the yard.
The rabbits flailed around violently in the cage, stirred into a panic by its movement.
Their wild thrashing made carrying it even more difficult. As they flung themselves from side to
side, their feet slipping through the metal grating of the cage's bottom, their weight tumbled back
and forth in the boy's arms like water sloshing in a deep basin. Holding the cage against his
body, Seamus walked as quickly as he could, teetering and stumbling from the jostling of the
rabbits.
It was his responsibility to feed and water the rabbits before going to school, after his

parents already left for work. When he got to the center of the yard, he set the cage down on a
thick patch of grass that glistened with morning dew. The rabbits immediately calmed and began
munching the grass. It was a treat for them, far better than the dry pellets Seamus usually
scooped into their food tray.
He never moved the cage before. Sometimes, in the evenings, his father moved it out into
the yard, to a spot of fresh grass, and then later he would move it back. But Seamus never even
tried to move it before, his father always dissuaded him, told him it was too heavy. Now the boy
felt quite happy with himself. He knew his father would be pleased with him for showing such
strength and initiative. His father was always proud to learn that Seamus accomplished some
new feat, however small or silly, that he previously thought him incapable of.

Reaching into the cage, Seamus gave Ebony a quick pet, ran his fingers through her thick
fur. She paid no attention to him, just continued eating grass. The boy hurried back inside,
grabbed his books and lunch money from his dresser, and hurried to the bus stop. The morning

air was still fresh and cool.
Miss Holcomb taught the class a shortcut for multiplying by nine. Seamus took little
notice of her shortcut because his father already made him memorize all the multiplication
tables, all the way through the twelves. He turned in his math quiz before any of the other
students. Miss Holcomb said, "Very good, Seamus," and wrote "100%" on the top of his paper
with little smiley face zeros and put a shimmering green star sticker next to them.
After lunch, the class copied sentences from the blackboard and circled the nouns,
underlined the verbs, and drew boxes around the adjectives. Seamus turned in his paper before
any of the other students. When Miss Holcomb congratulated him for another perfect score and
drew her smiley face zeros, Seamus blushed and smiled. He said nothing about his father giving

him old copies of National Geographic and making him circle, and underline, and draw boxes
around the words in the articles.
By the time the kids got on the buses to go home, the sun was reflecting off of everything
with a stinging glare that made the entire world nothing but an endless sweltering haze. Seamus
sat by himself because he was new at the school, his family moved into the district at the
beginning of summer, and because his only friend in the neighborhood was two years older than
him and attended the sixth-grade school. Some of the popular boys sitting at the back of the bus
kept joking and horsing around and Seamus wished he could join them or say something funny
but he just sat in his seat and looked back at them and watched, laughing on cue with the other
kids.

As soon as he got home, Seamus walked outside to properly feed and water the rabbits.
There was not a drop of water in their bottle and the Florida sun was shining down on their dead
bodies just as blinding-bright and murderous-hot as it could. For a good while Seamus stood
there and stared at them like an idiot. Finally, he leaned down, opened the cage, reached in, and
touched Ebony. She was as stiff as a new baseball glove. The white residue of foamy spit
puddles was matted to the black fur around her gaping mouth and two pebbles of shit that
dropped from her lay atop the grass behind her. Seamus stood there for another long minute,
wondering what he could do, what he could say when his parents found out. He was scared and
saddened. But mostly he felt all hot and prickly inside.
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A Response to "Shine"

This story started out as flashback sequence in "Diamond Rings and Pretty Bows."
Andrew Gallix, the editor of the webzine that accepted "Diamond Rings," still had not posted it
after almost a year. Then he sent an e-mail asking that I resubmit a final revision, which I took
as an opportunity to fluff the story with several great ideas that had recently been mnning
through my head. So, the revision ended up consisting of some very minor changes and a tenpage expansion of the original version, including the flashback that became "Shine" and a scene
in which Seamus masturbates in his parents' car. I am assuming Gallix did not like the expanded

version because he posted the original instead. After realizing this, I excerpted the "Shine"
scene, put it through a couple more quick edits, and then sent it off to some other webzines as a
piece of flash-fiction. One of the first places I submitted it to accepted it, and the editor asked
me to make some minor changes, mainly cutting unnecessary words. I went through it a couple
more times, cut fifty or so words, and that was that. All in all, the story went through about only
five revisions, but perhaps the fmished product is indicative of that.
There is not a whole lot going on in "Shine." This story was, however, important for me
in many ways. It probably isn' t easy to see by looking at the story, but "Shine" was written
during a period when I consciously decided to work with tone and style, rather than structure, as
a means of expanding my range as a writer. Before "Shine," I relied on outlandish language,
imagery, and insincere structural devices to create a story. It was all cynicism and gimmicks,
attempts at wit misguided by the thought that anything that looked or sounded new or different
must be good.

The tone and structure of "Shine" is allegorical, something I had never attempted before.
It happened organically with this story, and I think that says something about the relationship

between subject and form. In "The Philosophy of Composition," Poe says that by choosing a
raven as the subject for his poem, all other elements-style, tone, structure, length-were
simultaneously determined. I assume he is exaggerating a bit, but his general idea is true (Poe
530-535). Once I decided to write about a boy accidentally killing his pet rabbits, the idea itself

determined the approximate length and feel of the story. I knew it would be short, and once I
started typing the tone emerged on its own. This explains both my imprudent attempt to insert
"Shine" into another story and Gallix's choice to leave it out: I knew that "Shine" could not be
expanded much and thought it was too short to stand on its own, and Gallix more than likely
realized that the tone, as well as the subject, of the "Shine" passages broke that of the rest of the
story.
Again, "Shine" is not much too look at by itself. Reminding readers about the perils of
acquiring abstract knowledge at the detriment of more practical logic is a nice notion, but it is not
anything all that new. However, I am happy that I wrote this story, and I believe that doing so
helped me expand my range as a writer. Besides, there are a few moments in the story that I am
quite happy with. "She was as stiff as a new baseball glove" is not a bad simile for describing a
dead rabbit. It is not all that original, but it is not that bad either, especially since it is such an
easy association for a young boy to make. And to be honest, there are not too many words or
lines I would change in this story. Any text can be revised and improved, and the style of
"Shine" might not be the most unique or engaging, but it is pretty solid throughout. So that
leaves us with the matter of what the story says. Is it worth saying, and how well is it said? To
that I can say only that it is what it is-an allegory about the types and uses of knowledge. That

is something that has been said before, but it is obviously something that needs reiterating
periodically (who was it that said literature has been basically telling and retelling the same one
hundred stories over and over again for the past two thousand years?). I think I did a pretty good
job of retelling it, too. This is one story that I am never ashamed of sharing with others. If my
career depended on "Shine," I would be in trouble. But as one of many stories, this one taught
me new ways of approaching an idea or impression and added to my general knowledge of the
writing process by increasing my understanding of the relationship between subject and
structure. If I ever get a collection published, I will push for "Shine" to be included. "01 Beady
Little Black-eyed Deaths" and, maybe, "Crazy Eights" are the only other stories I feel
comfortable saying that about right now. But the latter would probably need some revisions.

01' Beady Little Black-eyed Deaths
They just circle and circle, staring down at everyone and everything with their beady
little dead black eyes. Sometimes the wind catches them and they hang perfectly still -

stuck

there motionless in the air. Everybody always calls them seagulls. But they aren't seagulls,
because there is no such thing as seagulls. They 're Laughing Gulls mostly, but some Ring-billed
and Black-backed Gulls too. Everyone calls them seagulls though - the same way people call
soda pop "Coke." Now one of them starts cawing and the rest join in quick as they can like a
mess of avian auctioneers bantering back and forth with one another.
And here comes an old lady walking directly below the whole big old swarm of them.
She's dragging a suitcase-on-wheels with one hand. Tucked under her other arm is a cheap
foam-core sign a few feet long. I can't read the sign from here. It's facing the other way. Any
second another gust of wind is going to come along and crease her sign right in half easy as
folding a newspaper.
It's going to rain something fierce too. It stormed all last night and now the clouds are
threatening again. It' s only a few minutes after three but the sky already looks about seven-

thirty. There ain't a speck of blue on any horizon.
She ought to know better than that. That sign's too flimsy. With this kind of wind, she'll
be lucky if she doesn't end up chasing it halfway across the parking lot.
Last night, when the lightning was flashing through our room and the dogs were curled
up under the bed growling at the thunder, I woke and noticed Elaine twitching up against me and
breathing fast and heavy. I put my hand on her thigh and shook her gently. "You're having a
bad dream," I whispered. My speaking startled her. She jerked her head up and gasped, "Huh?"
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1 whispered again, "You're having a bad dream." She stared at me for a second, then mumbled,
"Oh ... .Yeah. I was." We went back to sleep.
I always sleep a good heavy sleep when it's raining. Mom still talks about how when she
was growing up her family lived in a house with a tin roof. She says that during the rainy
seasons the tap tap tapping of the rain at night would lull them off to sleep better than any
melody any mother could sing. Her memories made me want a tin roof. Never had one though.
Closest I ever came was living in a trailer. It had an aluminum roof. I don't know if that counts
or not, but at night I heard the tapping of the rain and I imagined it was much the same.
It's going on three-fifteen now.
Elaine still ain't here and if this son-of-a-bitch sitting on the next bench down doesn't
stop staring I'm going to freak-the-fuck-out. He just won't stop staring. Every time I glance
over he's staring right back at me with his stupid little ski cap pulled down to his eyebrows. No
matter how long I look at him, he just stares right back at me without so much as an
acknowledgment. Looking at somebody's fine. Nothing wrong with looking at somebody. But
staring is different. It's rude. And he knows it. He knows what he's doing. He wants me to say
something. Thinks he's tough with his little designer construction boots and his gold chain. I'd
like to walk over there and jam my fucking pencil into his skinny little face.
I ain' t a fighter though. Ain't been a fighter for years- if lever was. Everyone always
used to tell me that I was going to get hurt or that I was going to end up in jail. Well I never got
hurt -

not too bad anyway. And I never went to jail -

not for too long anyway. But no one

ever warned me I was going to be ashamed. Not ashamed for losing. I lost my share and never
thought twice. It doesn't come from feeling like a bully either, because I often wondered about
that but ultimately figured that anyone who ever beat anyone considers their reasons for it -

to

one extent or another. Nah, it's the kind of shame that sneaks up five years later when you're
sitting at the bar and a friend walks in and starts talking about old times, telling everyone in
earshot this story or that. When that happens I just sit back and listen, feeling like a dirty old
thief, like some sort of washed-up never-has-been. Those stories don't seem like my stories
anymore and it doesn' t seem like I deserve them either, because I'm physically and mentally
incapable of reliving them even if I wanted to. I feel like I stole those stories from someone and
am too cowardly to admit it or give them back.
If Elaine's not here in ten minutes I'm walking home. Let her get to worrying and feeling
sorry about it, but I'm tired of waiting. Always waiting on something.
Where was it that I heard the average person spends five percent of their time waiting?
Five percent of their whole entire life waiting, and for what? Waiting for the dentist or getting a
new driver's license. Waiting for the jackass ahead of you in line at the express register to write
a check. Or waiting for the telephone company girl to come back on the line and say, "I
apologize for the wait Mr. McKenzie. I'm reviewing your account now and our records do
indicate that you called ffffiiiiiivvvvveeessssix times in the past four months to cancel your dialup service. Unfortunately, our policy states that it is your responsibility to make certain that the
service was actually cancelled ... "
Here comes another plane. Easing down just over top of the gulls. They don't notice or
don' t care. Why are they even here? Just circling and circling. Why aren't they at the beach?
The plane is landing across the street, at an airport that used to be orange groves and cow
pastures and strawberry fields. When we where kids, me and my friends used to take buckets
and go in the middle of the night to sneak into the berry field at the end of our street. The berries
were as big as our fists and sweeter than sugar. But they plowed over that berry field too.
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pJowed over this one to build a private airport and plowed over that one to build a strip-mall with
a giant grocery store.
Shit, I'm tired of waiting.
I'll be goddamned if there ain't another dumb-ass carrying one of them signs. Walking
with it sticking out two feet in front and two feet in back of him, begging for a good gust to come
long and ruin it. The best way to carry that type of sign is upright, in close to your body so that
you help protect it from the wind. Uh-huh, he's got sense enough to buy a big burgundy SUV
andI to buy himself his little burgundy polo shirt to go with his SUV and his olive-green pants
that are pressed all nice and neat, but he ain't got sense enough to know how to carry nothing.
At least his hair will be safe though. You could throw that fucker in a wind tuiiDel and his hair
would be safe. He's got it parted and matted with so much shit in it that it'd take a blowtorch
and an act of God to budge one strand.
Elaine is never on time for anything. Normally, I don't mind. Aside from her lateness,
I've got no complaints- nothing serious anyway. But right now, I'm fucking annoyed.
That guy is pulling away in his burgundy SUV, already on his tiny little cell phone that's
glowing fluorescent blue against his tanned cheek.
We can't eat the fish anymore.
We used to go fishing and crabbing in the Hillsborough River, catching a dozen blue
crabs an hour- easy. Then we'd go over to the Courtney Campbell Bridge and find clams
along the shore. You just wade out up to your knees or waist and start twisting your foot down
into the sand. If you didn't feel anything, you moved on a few steps and buiTowed your foot
down in the sand again. When you hit one you knew it, and you dove down real quick and stuck
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your hand in the hole your foot made and pulled out a clam as big as your fist. After a couple
hours the whole family would have buckets full of them.
But you can' t eat them anymore. Can't eat the fish or the mussels or the crabs or the
clams or just about anything else.

It's all poisoned now.

Officially poisoned.

They put

"mercury warnings" on all the fish and shellfish in every body of water in Florida and all along
the state's entire coastline.
Goddamn it I'm tired of sitting here.
The wind is giving the palm trees a hearty rustle, and the dying brown fronds that hang
from the bottoms of the fresh green ones answer with a crinkling sound -

whispering that they

want to slip off and swoop away with that wind. Not too many palms left around here.
Whenever Elaine and I go out of town, when we hop on the interstate headed north, we're
always amazed at the open woods and pastures along the way -

miles and miles of green as

soon as we get outside of town. Dense growth covers the shallow Florida hills as they gently roll
on and on and on before smoothing out into vast spans of scrub grasslands as flat as calm waters.
Sometimes a palm stands alone in one of those fields. But they also grow wild in the woods,
with the oaks and the pines. The palms rise through the tangles of kudzu that smother the
undergrowth, and stretch high above the tops of the other trees, like a periscope breaking the
surface to peek around. We drive along and say, "there's another one .. . and another one ... " Not
too many palms left around here though, except for the ones stuck in concrete planters or those
lining downtown street medians to remind everyone that we are in the Sunshine State.
Huh, there goes somebody else carrying another one of them signs. I wonder what
they're doing with all them anyway. Where they coming from or going to with them? I don't
know. But I know one thing - I'm tired of waiting. And I'm tired of watching them up there,
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watching them just circle and circle like a bunch of starving buzzards looking down on me like

rrn a fat dying heifer that's about to drop.

A Response to "01' Beady Little Black-eyed Deaths"

I must admit that this is another story that I revised only four or five times. I typed the
full draft in one weekend sitting, revised it once or twice, and turned it in to Rita Ciresi' s
undergraduate Narration and Description class at USF, Tampa. Ciresi gave the story a B+, and
noted the dialect and unanswered questions about "the signs" as potential problems. One of her
comments about dialect interested me, or swprised me rather. She said that the language was
inconsistent because sometimes I dropped the ending "g" off of a present participle verb but at
other times I did not. For instance I left the "g" on the end of "bantering" but dropped it off of
"draggin'" a couple of sentences later, which she said was an inconsistency that suggested I was
not attuned to my narrator's voice. This surprised me because this narrator's voice is closer to
my own, and that of my friends and family, than any other I have ever written. When speaking, I
drop the "g" off of some verbs but leave it on others.

I will say "bantering" and then

immediately afterward say "draggin"' or "talkin"' or "sleepin"' because, to me, that is the natural
pattern oflanguage. I say "ain't" and then "is not" and then "ain't" again. Such patterns are not
consistent even on a word-by-word or sentence-to-sentence basis. I will say "sleeping" and then
"sleepin'" in the same breath based on the rhythm of the sentence or conversation. I agreed with
Ciresi about the dialect in that it had been overly reliant on the use of apostrophes to denote
missing letters, and I changed it to its current form based on her advice. But I think her
comments on consistency are indicative of a broader problem with the way writing is taught
today.
Many times in workshops, both undergraduate and graduate, I hear an instructor or fellow
student say of another student's story, "I don't think this character would say this ... " or "I don't

think she would do this ... " Sometimes they are right. There are instances when a line of dialog
or a character's action does not work. But people in workshops also have a tendency to nitpick
specific words or actions because they themselves cannot understand or envision them, and their
standard response to this is to call something either "unrealistic" or "inconsistent." I'll give an
example. I once turned in a story set in a liquor store frequented by prostitutes and poor
working-class locals (nothing new there). In one scene, the narrator asks his coworker if a
wound on the coworker's leg might be syphilitic.

Several workshop students wanted an

explanation for how this character knew what a syphilis sore looks like and insisted that the
comment needed some sort of justification. Maybe the guy had dropped out of med school,
maybe he once had syphilis himself, or maybe he saw it on a TV show. Does it matter? I felt
like saying that there are at least ten thousand reasonable explanations for why this character
would know this information but that none of them were relevant to the story. Instead, I smiled
and nodded.
Many creative writing students, and instructors, share this determination to tie down a
character, to limit them to a specific social or intellectual stratum, to make them "consistent." I
have caught myself joining in with them on occasion. I think this arises because workshop
participants, as readers, are not comfortable with a character that knows something that they do
not, especially a character that they consider intellectually inferior. So when this does happen,
when someone tells them something that they do not know, they want a reason for that
knowledge, and explanation or justification. Another reason is that most writers simply do not
pay close enough attention to the way people speak and behave. If they did, they would realize
how bogus consistency of the type and degree that they strive for actually is. The only other
possible explanation is that these people, the characters or the people in the workshop, are truly
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boring and predictable, and that they associate with similar people. Whatever the reason, the
result is that either the characters get the life sucked out of them or the narrative gets bogged
down with useless information and explanation. If a complete moron suddenly starts building
lasers and rocket ships or reciting pages from the Koran in perfect Arabic, then some backstory
might be nice. If an average Joe knows the capital of Australia, I think we can let that slide.
Anyway, back to "01' Beady Little Black-eyed Deaths." Despite Ciresi's criticisms, I
was confident in the story enough to submit it to a local contest that she was judging. It did not
win. But I revised it a final time and submitted to a webzine, which accepted it. I am glad I took
the apostrophes out because they tend to make reading annoying. That said, I am happy with the
language of this story; it marks a further departure from the stylistic modes I had relied on
previously. It is also more thematically complex. There are references to gender, masculinity,
romantic relationships, violence, maturation and death, inertia, accountability, and the old
Southern staple of the industrial encroaching on the pastoral, which is directly related to the
geography of this story. For me, the neo-Agrarian elements are some of the most interesting.
They appeared in the first draft, as simple and stereotypical nostalgia, but I cultivated and refined
them in later revisions. References to the urban vs. the pastoral start early in the story, but they
really pick up and become more complicated during ·the passages with the guy on the other
bench. Initially, I wrote the guy on the bench and the guy in the SUV as pretty simple and
negative symbols of the urban, ones that the narrator could laugh at and dismiss. But in the
revisions I made them more sinister, more imposing and threatening, in turn, making the narrator
more passive and helpless. The guy on the bench was just sitting there and looking stupid, but in
later drafts he started staring at the narrator, psychologically harassing him, reminding him that
he has been emasculated and is now defenseless against this symbolic force. The guy in the
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sUV always had the vehicle, a way out that the narrator does not possess. But in later drafts he

picked ·UP the cell phone, a tool for communication, giving him two types of powercommunication and transportation-that the narrator lacks, and economic power is also implied.
This emasculation of the main character has been a staple of Southern literature for the past few
decades, during which narratives increasingly suggest a reluctant acceptance of, or helplessness
against, the urbanization of the South rather than a defiant rallying cry to reverse it. This is why
the passages about the palms work so well with this theme: "The wind is giving the palm trees a
hearty rustle, and the dying brown fronds that hang from the bottoms of the fresh green ones
answer with a crinkling sound -

whispering that they want to slip off and swoop away with that

wind. Not too many palms left around here." The palm trees were in the original, but I tweaked
the part about the leaves in later revisions. To avoid being too dramatic or self-indulgent, I'll
skip over the rather heavy symbolism of the first clause and say only that, within the context of
this story, there are few of the old Southerners left, and those that are hanging on to memories
are constantly tempted to give up and walk away, to forget.
I always wish a story had achieved more than it actually did. But as with "Shine," in this
story I was working with an idea, an image, that had its limitations. How much can be written
about a young man's nostalgic stream-of-consciousness contemplations of a pastoral past as he
sits waiting for a ride? If someone really wanted to, he or she could write a great deal about it, a
tome even. But I never had that in mind. I more or less achieved my goals with this story. It is
a lament for the past sung by a narrator who is willing to do nothing more than sing. But in the
closing lines he finally decides that eventually he will take action- who knows exactly what
action, but something is about to happen. He will walk away, and do whatever that might
metaphorically represent. Maybe he will let go and forget.
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crazy Eights
Martin hung up when I answered the phone. He wanted someone else to answer. I called
back and Leanne started to deny that he was there but then handed him the phone so he could ask
me to come pick him up.
I went to pick him up.
Tricia lay passed out on the couch, and Leanne's eyes darted all around-----darted from me
to Martin to the clock to Tricia to the door. Martin took a twelve pack of Milwaukee's Best with
a few cans missing from the refrigerator and held it under his arm. He suggested we go on a
walk, said we needed to talk.
We walked down the street, around the corner, down another street, and under an
interstate overpass-Martin talking the whole time. He had this to say to me: "There's nothing
going on with me and Tricia."
A fence surrounds the sloped concrete base of the overpass. Martin and I slammed the
beers we were drinking and I tossed the others over the fence. Then I climbed over, grabbed
them, and strode up the slope, all the way to the top where it meets the underside of the overpass.
Cars sped by at seventy miles-per-hour just feet above, their wheels pounding out heavy
gdundun sounds as they hit pavement junctures, uneven stretches of silence separating one car

from the next. A splatter of foam sprayed across my knuckles as I popped open a can of beer.
Martin looked like a horned beetle in a glass jar-arms reaching and grasping, legs
hiking and slipping, unable to scale the fence but displaying surprising determination. Huffing
and grunting with every breath, working his way higher inch by inch, he managed to make it to
the top a few times but couldn't heave himself over. He would just hang there. Watching him, I
knew his fingers were cramping from clasping the chainlinks to bear his weight, the stretching
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and straining turning the skin of his hands wrenching white and stinging pink until he finally lost
his grip and dropped to his feet. His best effort ended with him slipping and falling, his back
crashing hard on the ground with a ten-foot-fall thud. Then he gave up altogether and slumped
down under an oak growing near the fence. He asked me to toss him a beer, I said that I couldn't
throw that far, and he told me not to be an ass. We sat there hollering back and forth at each
other through the heavy stillness of 4 A.M. until he asked for a beer again and I shook one up
and threw it at the tree he was leaning against. The beer burst against the tree, showering down
on him. He called me a dick, then sat sulking and puffing on a cigarette .. .
We must have been there nearly an hour. Martin was talking but I had quit listening- !
knew what he was saying. He was rambling on and on about him and Tricia and me and Tricia
and me and him. Every minute or so I would say ''yeah" or "uh huh" loud enough for him to
hear, but I wasn't paying any attention.
I finished another beer and wandered out from under the overpass, across its concrete
base, and up a grassy embankment to the interstate. By the time I reached the top, I could barely
hear Martin's voice. I hopped onto the overpass guardrail and held my anns out straight like the
wings of the Thunderbird figure atop a totem pole, the toy totem poles that come in little plastic
bags of little plastic cowboys and Indians. One foot ill front of the other, step-by-step, steady
walking the rail, I reached the center of the overpass. The interstate ran alongside of me and
Hanna Avenue crossed under, the two roads perpendicular lines on overlapping planes, with me
at a shared intersection. Some of the cars honked as they sped past, screaming winds of metallic
light blowing over me.
Martin shouted at me from below, called me a jackass and warned that I was going to fall
to my death. Of course I had considered the possibility. However, I had not fully appreciated,
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until he shouted up at me, that I am afraid of embarrassment. Not the naked-at-school kind of

..

embarrassment,

but

the

dying-a-pathetically-ridiculous-and-pointless-death

kind

of

embarrassment. I scunied backwards, teetering and tottering, to the beginning of the guardrail,
jumped off onto the shoulder of the interstate, and sat there on the damp grass.
I knew about Martin and Tricia all along, more or less. I knew since the night the three
of us sat drinking on a park bench overlooking Palmetto Bay, more or less. I knew when Tricia
got up to leave and Martin shuffled along behind her, the two of them moving down along the
shore together, back to our house-mine and hers. They went inside and stayed a little too long.
Long enough for me to wonder, but not really long enough for much. Then they got in her car
and drove away. That was when I knew. That was when I realized that Tricia was the twin sister
that Martin loved but never had, the nameless twin sister from the story he wrote about garbage
trucks mounting and fucking each other with mechanical grace, the ecstatic moans of their
hydraulic dwnpster-lifts and the slow orgasmic rhythm of their hollow-steel clunks echoing
through predawn silence.
While they were gone I threw empty bottles out at the rocks peaking through the surface
of low tide, watching them shatter into the air and softly splash into the sea. Water wears away
the jagged edges over time, polishing the shards into ·perfectly smooth little glass pebbles. I
thought of something finding those translucent green gems a long time from now, finding mine
and those of everyone else who ever tossed bottles at cragged rocks cresting the black of a
midnight sea. I wanted the remains of broken bottles along the Earth's shores to be among the
few remaining artifacts of a forgotten culture, an extinct species. But how long before the
pebbles completely erode, before they become smooth little grains of sand and then nothing.
Martin and Tricia came back with more beer, in brown bottles instead of green.
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That night with the bottles and the beer at the house on the shore was a long time ago. I
don't live in that house anymore. I live with Martin now. With Martin, and Kevin, and Kaywon,
and Beau, the five of us alone together in a house far from the sea.
When I came down from the overpass, Martin and I went home. We walked back to
Leanne's apartment without speaking, and then drove in silence down Leanne's street, around
the corner, under the overpass, around another corner, and into our driveway without a word.
I walked to the twenty-four hour convenience store at the end of our street, with Martin at
my heels. The clerk pressed a Cuban sandwich for me while I grabbed a bag of sour cream- and
onion-flavored multigrain chips and a blue bottle of green tea. Martin stood quietly by the
counter, obviously eager to resume the conversation-the conversation I wanted so very badly
not to continue, the conversation that was not a conversation. But it didn't matter. I knew the
son-of-a-bitch was going to start again as soon as we got out the door, reciting his same old
incoherent rant about love and madness while I fantasized about gouging out my eardrums with
anything I could find laying on the sidewalk... a stick, a chewed-up pencil, or the twisted and
rusted wire of an extra clothes-hanger that a patron of the Laundromat next door to the twentyfour hour store dropped while carrying a heaping basket of freshly washed "summer breeze"
scented whites to cram into the hatchback of a little economy car. Who could blame someone
for not having stopped with such a load, for not wanting to lean down and set the basket of
summer breeze whites on such a greasy grimy ground of oil and asphalt and tread marks after
spending two hours at the Laundromat where every kid in the neighborhood had been running
around demanding quarters from their mothers for sodas and videogames while all the grownups
just wanted to go home and have clean clothes.
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I sat on the curb in front of our bouse, my thoughts becoming prayers that Martin would
go inside and leave me alone. He sat down beside me instead. The streetlamp behind us
stretched our shadows and cast them all the way across the road, over a neighbor's yard, and up
the wall of a bungalow, like the distorted phantom death-flashes of the victims of Fat Man and
Little Boy scorched onto schoolhouse walls.
"So, what do you want to do?" he asked.
"I want to not talk about it anymore," I answered.
He kept talking about it. He said, "She's special, you know? She's one of a kind ."
Mosquitoes flitted around my ears and I tried distracting myself by searching for the
flickers of their shadows fluttering around the monstrous silhouettes of our heads.
He kept talking. I held the bag of chips towards him. He ate a few, then asked for some
of the sandwich. I tore off a piece. He began speaking again and I honestly did not listen
enough to make sense of his words. Then a mosquito landed on my arm and I smacked it,
squashing it into a grey and red K-shaped smear. And that was it. I was through, through with
the mosquitoes and the heat and the noise. I just wanted to go inside and hear nothing, just sit on
the couch in the dark and watch TV and eat my sandwich. So that' s what I did. But Martin
came in ten seconds later and sat on the loveseat across the room, insisting that "We need to talk
this through."
I stared at the TV as he spoke. There was nothing on. A local public- access channel
was airing prerecorded stock car races from the East Bay Raceway. Martin kept raising his voice
until I finally muted the TV, but I continued to pay more attention to it than him.
As one of the races ended, two commentators appeared, their heads filling most of the
screen. In the background, service crews and speedway workers began rearranging the series of
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wooden barricades and tire stacks that formed the inner wall of the racetrack.

When they

finished·, the new course was shaped like a figure eight. A camera zoomed in on eight drivers
who stood on a platform as officials blindfolded them and put helmets with blacked-out visors
over their heads. Eight other men walked the blindfolded drivers to their cars, the drivers
climbed into their seats, and their escorts got into the passenger seats. The flag dropped and the
cars took off around the track, each driver blind and dependent on the guidance of his passenger.
It was obvious that stopping or slowing down violated some rule, whether official or implicit.

Several cars grazed one another during early passes through the figure eight's intersection, each
time avoiding a major collision by only a flashing moment.
Martin asked me to tum off the television. Leaning back on the couch, I turned toward
him but left the TV on. I tried to listen to what he was saying, hoping that my feigned interest

might satisfy him. But I couldn't do it. When I heard him say, "You know, you're just looking
at this whole thing the wrong way," I took a bite of my sandwich and started watching the
stockcar races again. I didn 't really care about them either though. There weren't any crashes,
nothing major anyway. Every time a dead-on collision seemed imminent the cars only bumped
and scraped each other as they slipped through. I wondered how long it could last.

My

sandwich was cold.
Several minutes later there was still talking, talking, talking. Martin was still talking, and
I still wasn't listening so I started thinking about things I wished I'd done and I wanted to be
upstairs in bed with Marie, a girl I half-hated. A girl whose voice sounded like a dull saw
gnawing through a rusty pipe when she sat bitchy and indifferent at our local bar or on a front
porch with everyone passing a cheap bottle around. A girl that dreaded sleeping alone and
became mournful-sweet in the dark intimacy of a bedroom.
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One night, not so long ago, Marie lay in my bed drunk and half-naked with stale-wine
breath and cigarette-hair and a hint of sweat as she spoke soft and sleepy-headed. "Yeah," she
said, "When I was over there the other night, Martin kept giving her Xanax like every five
minutes. And she was already fucked-up. We had been drinking since like four in the afternoon.
I mean I was really drunk, but Tricia could barely talk, she kept nodding off and Martin kept
giving her pills and like rubbing her legs and putting his arm around her and shit and she was
like totally oblivious.
"And so I was telling them about. .. shit, I can't remember. .. and it was something important
too. Something fucked-up had happened that day. So, I'm telling them about ... whatever, and I
look over and Martin was like kissing her. I mean like full on kissing her and groping her, and
she was like lying there all like blahhhh. So, I was like 'Okay, I'm leaving,' and I went home. I
mean she knows better than that. She's fucking old enough to know better. If she wants to get
into situations like that, that's none of my business. I'm through trying to save Tricia."
We lay there in the still darkness for a while. Pulling my arm around her and nuzzling up
close, with her back against my chest and her thighs pushed up tight against me, Marie
whispered sweetly, "You can put it in my ass if you want." It sounded nice, but we fell asleep
instead.
Oh how I wanted back that night with Marie. Sitting on the couch, staring at recorded
races on TV as I tried my best to ignore Martin, there was nothing I wanted more than to be
upstairs reliving that missed night with Marie. The memory of the cock-stiffening melody of
those lust-fuck words from her soft, warm mouth played over and over in my head like nothing
else until my thoughts came to a needle-scratching halt as Martin interrupted my erotic
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recollection, raising his voice even louder to regain my attention. It took me a moment to return
to his ramblings, to surrender thoughts of easy sleazy sex for tediously inane debate.
He was saying, "Tricia's amazing. She's amazing now, and once she gets all her shit
straightened out she's going to be so on. She's going to be the one. She's just been through a
lot, you know." He took a drag from his cigarette and exhaled. "It's all about wounds and
dealing with them. It's about losing, but being beautiful losers."
After considering his last comment, I attempted to explain, in the most intimate terms,
that I will always love the friendship that he and I had shared and that it meant more than any
other. But words are slippery, traitorous beasts and mine sprang forth from my throat sounding
more like, "Shut up. You're a fucking idiot. And if you make one more allusion to some book
you think is our lives, I swear to Christ I will choke the shit out of you-I will fucking choke
you. We're not characters, nobody' s fucking watching us. She's not Daisy or Brett. She's a
fucking whore, a worse whore than either of them. And it's not beautiful or romantic, and I
don't want it anymore. I'm tired of it. It's fucking bullshit."
"It's not going to last," he said. "It's not going to be like this. Why can't you see that?
She and I aren't together. It's just a thing. You two will get back together and we'll all be fine."
"What are you fucking talking about? We're not going to be fme. I don't want us to be
fine. I want us to be over, all of us- me, her, you. Especially you, you fucking coward." I
stopped myself. But then I started again. "You always wanted to beat me. You always needed
to be better than me at everything. You were never fucking happy. You were never satisfied.
But you know what? You couldn't fuck her while we were together, could you? Everyone else
could, but not you. You tried. I know you tried. I just never cared because you were never a
threat to me."
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======~---------------------------~

Martin was shaking his head. He said, "You don' t mean that. Don't be like that. You
two were meant for each other if any two people ever were. You're exactly alike. Jesus, that
picture of the two of you in front of the Hub-"
The sandwich hit his face with a hard smack that startled both of us. Something had saved
him, some reflexive impulse had flashed through me in an instant, prompting me to switch
hands, to throw the sandwich instead of the thick-bottomed glass tea bottle. I wanted to
pound his head with my fist until I shattered every bone in my hand. But I felt sorry for him,
and I was thankful that I had not thrown the bottle. I leaned toward him and said, ''Don't say
another word."
He sat there, his head tilted down, mustard-mayo mix smeared across his cheek, strands
of shredded-pork scattered across his belly and lap. Pieces of bread and slices of cheese and
salami lay strewn around him on the loveseat and the floor. Everything stayed exactly like that
for a long moment.
I frnally turned back to the TV. Then Martin spoke softly. He said, "I knew her first."
After a pause, he added, "I always loved her. You knew that. I fucking introduced you to her."
"That doesn't matter," I said.

"And you know it doesn't matter, because she never

wanted you. She doesn't want you now."
He got up and went to the bathroom to wipe off his face. I heard his heavy steps
thumping down the hall and his bedroom door close. I took the TV off mute and stretched out on
the couch. Somehow, the races were a scam, a hoax. The commentators spoke in terms of lifeand-death, their language and inflections full of anxiety and excitement, but the action on the
track belied their animation.

Nothing important would happen.

Nothing important had

happened. Earlier in the night all the drivers went home much the same as they had arrived at
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the track, the worst of them suffering only scrapes and bruises, the best gaining nothing but a

plastic trophy.

Response to "Crazy Eights''

This story is my personal favorite, and it happens to be my most recently completed. I
say "completed" not because it is perfect, but because it was published in a little magazine
named Megaera and eventually a writer must move on to new things. Beating up the same old
story for years and years doesn' t do anyone any good. And this story was quite old and beat up
by the time it finally got published.
I began working on "Crazy Eights" around the same time that I started "Early in the
Morning." Instead of sending it off to a student publication (I doubt it would have been accepted
even there at the time), I revised it approximately fifty times over a three-year period. When
considered in this light, the end result is still disappointing. However, I believe this story is my
most well rounded and complex.
Earlier drafts exhibited several of the same types of mistakes that are prevalent in my first
stories-forced alliteration, flamboyancy of language and imagery at the expense of accuracy, a
lack of concrete details, and a disconnected narrator. By disconnected narrator, I mean a narrator
that is not truly in the story, one that is consciously observing, so that he or she is left constantly
trying to prove that they are there rather than just ' being there.

In other words, with a

disconnected narrator every action or perception is introduced with conscious or observational
lead-ins such as "I looked" or "I saw" or "I heard." While I am projecting blame onto the
narrator (I'm allowed to do that, right?), in actuality it is the author that is disconnected.
Conscious lead-ins are unavoidable at times, and this story still contains lines like "Watching
him, I knew his fmgers were cramping from clasping the chainlinks to bear his weight." But as I
revised "Crazy Eights," I cut several, maybe dozens, of such lead-ins that suggested the story
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was written by someone not deeply intimate with it or the narrator. This was a slow learning
•.

process. It took me a while to realize that I do not have to preface every image or sound with the
narrator's physical awareness of it.
The structure of "Crazy Eights" was also a mess in the previous drafts.

I was

experimenting with form for its own sake rather than letting the tone and subject of the story
organically shape the narrative structure. Originally, I fragmented the story into eight sections
and shuffled the chronology. I did so-and here is another embarrassing piece of informationbecause I thought it complemented the story's title. These characters are so "crazy" that their
lives are jumbled up into "eight" sections. I actually wasted considerable time trying to organize
the sections so that they corresponded to points on a figure eight (imagine a figure-eight drawn
on a sheet of paper, mark eight points on it, and then arrange the sections of the story in that
order, following the crisscrossing path of the eight). The truly ridiculous part is that the racecar
scenes did not appear in the story until one of the very last drafts. Before that, I took it for
granted that most readers possess a knowledge of stockcar racing that would allow them to
immediately recognize these characters' lives as metaphor for a particular type of race known as
crazy eights, blind eights, and a dozen other names. I eventually realized what a problem this
was, but it still took a while to figure out how to solve it even though Martin and the narrator
were sitting in a room that would more than likely have a TV in it.
Both Poe's "Philosophy of Composition" and Bell's Narrative Design state that once the
topic of subject of a story has been determined, all other elements, including form or structure,
should fall into place based on this one decision. I agree with Poe and Bell. Unfortunately I
would not discover their texts until after the fact. It took me three years of working on "Crazy
Eights" to come this realization on my own.
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Unfortunately, despite all my time and effort, the story is still far from perfect. It starts
out slow and clumsy. The style and pace start to improve on the second page, but the rhythm is a
bit clunky and plodding throughout the story. The flights of fancy (I don' t like that phrase, but it
is accurate and convenient) are much shorter than in previous drafts, but they are still a little
awkward and I failed to fully assert their relevancy. I intended them as a means of relating the
idea that the characters are so egotistical that they associate their stupid little lives with the rise
and fall of empires, the dropping of atomic bombs, and the extinction of the human species.
Near the end of the story, as the narrator evolves and experiences an epiphany (albeit
unimpressive, which I think is fitting for this story), he begins to associate himself with the
everyday, the mundane-families washing clothes at a laundry mat. But almost everyone who
ever read "Crazy Eights," a few dozen people including workshop students, asked what the
references to Rome and extinction where doing in there, and even after an explanation they
suggested that the references be removed or at least cut shorter. Shortening them was ultimately
a good idea. But I think removing them would have proven unfavorable. The story is already
dull at many moments and in many ways, and the narrator's wandering thoughts provide some of
the most lively passages.
Because this is my favorite story-of those I've written-it inevitably contains dozens of
little things that disappointment me. It is probably true with most writers that the stories they
care about the most are the ones that disappoint them the most. I do not care about the problems
with "Early in the Morning"; it is a bad story with nothing to say, and I would as soon never look
at it again. There are a couple of nice images or turns of phrase in it, but that is not enough to
carry anything. It would be better either to start over on that story and inject some worthwhile
ideas into it or to salvage a few things that can be inserted into another story and then scrap the
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rest. "Crazy Eights," on the other hand, had potential and from its inception I felt truly inspired
by the initial images and ideas that came to me-three friends in love with each other sitting on a
bench overlooking a dirty bay, one friend desperately but naively trying to make amends, a
sandwich that had been used as communion becoming the weapon that finalizes the end of the
relationship. As with the image of the young girl with the bow on her hand in "Diamond Rings
and Pretty Bows," I failed to portray justly the ideas of "Crazy Eights." I wanted to write a story
about unconditional love and honesty being the foundation of friendship, but I ended up writing
just another story about jealousy and sexual betrayal. The story was supposed to center on
Martin's lie, not whether or not he slept with Tricia. The affair, or attempted affair, is actually
irrelevant. The true betrayal is that Martin thinks he is smarter than the protagonist, thinks he
can get away with sleeping with, or at least trying to sleep with, his girlfriend and later his exgirlfriend. Even when others tell the protagonist about the situation, Martin still thinks he can
convince the protagonist otherwise. It is an abuse of tmst. Some of that is still there, the lie is
mentioned, but implications of aiTogance are subdued. I focused on this aspect more in earlier
drafts, but it was too heavy handed. So, I cut parts with the intent of rewriting them later, but for
whatever reason, it never worked out that way, and the story ended up seeming to be more about
a guy getting mad over his friend sleeping with his ex. · Again, learning to compromise, to fmd
middle ground and avoid going from one extreme to the other, is something I need to continue
working on.
The other two major problems with this story are the title and the ending. I never liked
the title and am annoyed that I failed to come up with a better one. If I was an editor and I
received "Crazy Eights," it would be hard for me to get past the title. The ending of the story is
also rather weak. But it is much better than it used to be. For a long time it ended with different

versions of the line, '"That doesn't matter,' I said. 'And you know it doesn't matter, because she
never wanted you. She doesn't want you now. "' The ending that appears here was not added
until one of the very last revisions. While it is thousands of times better than the earlier ending,
it is still a little too convenient, overt, and cliche (superficial wounds and trophy girlfriends). I

have seen worse endings by better authors, but I still wish I had done better. A lame title, a slow
beginning, and a packaged ending should spell death for a story. "Crazy Eights" has one foot in
the grave, but it is my best effort so far, and it makes me hopeful about future endeavors.

Conclusion
I am now a student in the MFA creative writing program at the University of South
Carolina, Columbia, and I am ready to start doing some serious work. I still have some bad
habits to overcome, though. The earlier stories printed here are sloppy and sophomoric, full of
the flamboyant self-indulgences of the amateur, as I have already discussed. In my efforts to
overcome these issues, I perhaps went too far the other way, turning from extravagance and
exaggeration to minimalism. The later stories are sometimes dry and flat.

Instead of toning

down and redirecting the stylistic flares , I eradicated them. This is not necessarily a negative
thing if you can pull it off without becoming a bad minimalist. There are good minimalists. Ha
Jin and Chris Offutt come to mind. Their style is terse and sparse, stripped of everything that
isn't absolutely necessary.

But the settings of their stories are rich and vibrant, and their

characters are unique individuals who are affected by the circumstances they encounter.
I think, or at least I hope, that there is enough emotion and development in the characters
of my later stories to avoid them being considered static. There is a good bit of lethargy and
apathy in the narrators of "Shine," "Splitting Hairs," "01' Beady Little Black-eyed Deaths," and
"Crazy Eights," but they also express a great deal of anger, disappointment, nostalgia, fear, and
even, at little moments, kindness and love- the breaking of bread, the massaging of feet, the
attempts at reconciliation. And something does always happen. There is always a rising action
leading to a climax that changes the main character's perspective.

The changes are not

necessarily profound, but they are human. In "Shine" the smart boy realizes what a fool he
actually is. His knowledge of math and language becomes impractical because he has not been
taught to apply it to life, and he doesn't even know how to explain or excuse this type of
ignorance. In "Splitting Hairs," the narrator is reminded of the frailty of human relationships,

and what can happen when one takes them for granted and allows them to deteriorate. "Crazy
Eights". is, of course, a delayed coming-of-age story about a character whose emotional
development has been stagnant, presumably since his teen years. In all of these stories the
characters have learned something, they have not always decided what to do with that
knowledge, but they have come to a crossroads (note the blatant symbolism in "Crazy Eights" as
the protagonist balances himself on the overpass guardrail). Not all stories need this narrative
arc, but a story written in minimalist style, and I think "Splitting Hairs" and "Crazy Eights" are
pretty close to that, needs to have thematic, philosophical, or, at least, descriptive elements that
compensates for the sparse style. At his best, Hemingway is a great minimalist. There is nothing
fancy in the language of "Hills Like White Elephants" or "A Clean Well-Lighted Place," but the
ideas are big and full enough to carry the story.
I do not want to write like Hemingway, but I need to find some middle ground. I've
learned the basics. Now I need to play around with them and polish them up so I can really kick
a reader in the gut. That is what I'm working on right now-kicking people in the gut. Ideally,
the final story of this thesis would cause readers to think my writing had truly progressed from
bad to good. But I couldn't finish anything in time. I'm not certain how that should be
interpreted, other than I have at least grown to understand the value of revisions and editing, and
that I will not so quickly force a piece of unrefmed rubbish onto the public (however small that
public might be). So as to my development as a writer, I can argue only that the latter stories
collected here display a level of skill and potential that is not present in the earlier works. It is an
evolution from bad to almost good, which is not impressive, but it does obviously show that I
have learned and been taught something.
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In his On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft, Stephen King places writers into four different

categories: bad writers, competent writers, good writers, and great writers or "geniuses." To
him, the last group includes "the Shakespeares, the Faulkners, the Yeatses, Shaws, and Eudora
Weltys" (King 142-143). One of the two main theses of his book is the contention that "while it
is impossible to make a competent writer out of a bad writer, and while it is equally impossible
to make a great writer out of a good one, it is possible, with lots of hard work, dedication, and
timely help, to make a good writer out of a merely competent one." As a general principal, he
might be right, but I hope that my thesis has shattered the "impossible" element of King's . I was
a bad writer, but I am now at least a competent one. And I believe that I am on the verge of
becoming good. The process has been too slow and grinding for me to seriously hope that I will
ever become great. I am physically aging faster than I am improving as a writer. At my current
pace, I will be dead long before I am great. But I am willing to settle for good.
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